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SUMMARY 
In this thesis, I investigate the varieties of love that are expressed in and 
through the modern South Indian solo dance practice of Bharata Natyam. Within 
classical Indian performance aesthetics, the rasa that is most commonly translated 
as ‘love’ is Shringaara. Stylized and codified expressions exist in this artform to 
create Shringaara and renditions of devotion are widely accepted by practitioners 
and scholars as its primary manifestation.  
 
However, given its centrality within Bharata Natyam, there is relatively 
little discussion of Shringaara in current dance scholarship. Instead much critical 
literature on Bharata Natyam explores the socio-historical formation of the dance, 
the identity politics of the dancer and contemporary interpretations of the art. 
Drawing on my experience as a practitioner, I argue that there is more to 
Shringaara. It offers a means for understanding the contemporary significance of 
this ‘classical’ form. Everyday expressions of love, its representations in popular 
culture and the highly codified manifestations of Shringaara in Bharata Natyam 
collide in personal and social experiences of love, loving and being loved. It is this 
intersection that sharpens my understanding of love as an evolving entity, as it 
does for others.  
 
Over five chapters, I highlight five variations on love found within modern 
Bharata Natyam repertoire and practice. I explore how the concept of Shringaara 
constantly evolves in relation to the chosen variation. Collectively, these varieties 
of Shringaara alter the spectator’s perceptions on love. The resulting analysis is 
	   xi 
guided by my practice, and informed by scholarship on contemporary dance, 
feeling and affect. 
 
In Chapter 1, I identify the figure of Krishna as love-exemplar in Bharata 
Natyam and argue that the character allows the practitioner to contest notions of 
sacred and secular Shringaara.  In Chapter 2, I propose that the guru-sishya (master-
disciple) bond is based on a tacitly understood, delicate love-based relationship. 
Drawing on my personal experience, I analyze how the pedagogy cultivates 
performances of love. In Chapter 3, I highlight vatsalyam (maternal affection) as 
another manifestation Shringaara found in Bharata Natyam. Focusing on maternal 
grief, I foreground ruptures in love relations that are not commonplace in dance 
repertoire.  
 
The final two chapters focus on examples that extend beyond established 
Bharata Natyam conventions to argue for the evolving nature of Shringaara beyond 
the live, solo dancer’s body. In Chapter 4, I treat the stage-spectacular Maya Ravan 
(2008) as an intermedial production, which drew on distinct film and Bharata 
Natyam conventions for conjuring love. I propose that such an appropriation 
refashions an informed audience’s perceptions of Shringaara. In Chapter 5, I 
investigate the contemporary piece Faultline (2007) and suggest that Shringaara 
becomes indicative of modern living and an expression of urban love.  
 
Through the thesis, I underscore that the stylized depictions found in 
Bharata Natyam repertoire, perceptions on and social experiences of love interact 
	   xii 
to create a complex nexus to understand Shringaara—as it operates in urban 
contexts of Bharata Natyam practice. I conclude by reflecting on the evolving 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Hello, how are you? 
“How are you?” Perhaps a gentle nod; maybe a smile to acknowledge the 
question. Some laughter? There could be silence. Is it too early in the morning to 
reply or too sudden a question that it is difficult to respond? Some may want to 
assert their wellbeing with a thumbs-up gesture; others could signal with their 
palm or shrug the shoulders suggesting, “yeah, okay...” At times bodily 
dispositions might suffice. Some may consider this question as a means of 
establishing interaction, where the reply per se does not matter. Still when asked, 
“How are you” most often like the characters in Rahul Bose’s film title, Everybody 
Says I'm Fine!  
 
How am I? Can I share the instances that give me stress in my life? Or my 
annoyance with the leaking water feature at the side of the wall? That sudden 
craving for sweet durians. How am I? I am feeling something, or rather many 
‘things’ but I cannot find the right words to succinctly describe how I am: now, at 
this point in time. Perhaps the use of words themselves could be limiting in 
expressing myself.1 It is difficult to be definite when discussing ‘things’ that are 
transient, ephemeral; that overlap and intersect. Stressed out, jittery, hungry. 
Stressed out. Jittery. Hungry. And cold. Should I hierarchize my ‘feelings’ or state 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 How words are uttered and written can be indicative of one’s mood actually. The scribbled 
words that defy the line margin could signal that one is uninterested/bored/sleepy beyond being 
just bad handwriting. A slurred utterance of ‘I’m fine’ could point towards one’s disinterest as well.  
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the most immediate and visceral one? Can I even rank ‘feelings’ according to 
importance? I wrap my shawl tightly.  
 
One can acknowledge that “How are you?” is hardly an innocent 
question. There are myriad possible answers. Yet one is expected to reply almost 
immediately with a verbal utterance, a gesture or a combination of both. The 
socially ordained response “I am fine, and you?” is by far the most common. This 
reply often involves self-conscious censorship and may not be a reflection of one’s 
state of being, at that particular moment. Having said that, it is also difficult to 
accurately utter how one is because moment by moment one’s state of being is 
morphing. Yet, rarely does one discuss these nuances in part because it is not 
socially polite to do so.  
 
Understanding how one feels is one possible way of deciphering how one is 
in the moment. In the most generic sense of the word “feel”, one becomes aware 
of someone or something in the environment through touching and being 
touched. The warmth of the sunlight after a downpour, the reassuring firm 
handshake for a new venture and the gentle breath at the back of one’s neck that 
may precipitate desire work differently but all heighten one’s arousal. These tactile 
feelings are experienced relative to the environment.  
 
To a significant degree, it is in responding to stimulus from our 
surroundings that we can begin to understand how we are feeling. Take for 
instance commuting in a crowded train at the end of a working day. The smell of 
	   3 
various perfumes fused with perspiration, the ringtones of hand phones and 
chatter that drown announcements like “Doors are closing” Beep, the sight of 
fudged eyeliners and hair that defies the styling gel by the end of the day and 
especially the brushing of skin against skin when one tries to get into the middle of 
the cabin; there are multiple sensations—tactile, auditory, olfactory and visual. 
Miffed at being unable to get a seat would further influence how one feels. While 
each specific ‘feel’ has its own set of associations, collectively they work as stimuli 
that influence how we take to and value them—feel. 
 
Bodily sensations, the cognitive act of anticipation and the immediate or 
visceral ‘feels’ that momentarily suspend or change other affective registers like the 
jerks that one feels when the train changes from one railway track to another are 
possible ways to answer the question “how are you?” At every moment, we react 
to the environment—carefully weighing the most immediate affects, and process 
the stimuli before responding with a socially recognizable expression of emotion. 
Due to such relational and hence inherently non-static nature, it is challenging to 
discuss any single feeling independently. It is for this reason that it is difficult to 
answer, “How are you?” Yet, through utterances, words, gestures and facial 
expressions, we still try to objectify our highly individualized experience of being. 
We attempt to name what we feel by shaping it as an easily recognizable concept 
and its associated ideas. Even when we understand that there are myriad 
possibilities that influence how we feel, we nonetheless triflingly attempt to frame 
it within emotions. 
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As a category, emotion is of special interest to many disciplines such as 
neuroscience, linguistics, psychology and anthropology. Links between mirror 
neurons, 2 expressions of emotional indicators and empathy are continually being 
researched by neuroscientists like Christian Keysers. He writes: “the emotions of 
other individuals are processed using shared circuits and stimulated by activating 
similar facial motor programs and visceral emotions. Second, even the tactile 
sensations of other individuals appear to be processed using shared circuits, both 
when people are simply touched and when we see them move their bodies” (2011: 
135). He refers to the firing of similar neurons when performing and witnessing 
facial expressions as the “shared circuits” in the brain. This self-identification of 
emotional triggers and identifying with those displayed by the other person, 
Keysers argues, stimulates empathy. 
 
While neurologists attempt to understand the workings of the brain as 
biological underpinnings wired in humans, their recognition of emotions and its 
potential for generating empathy, linguists like Anna Wierzbicka argue that the 
concept of “emotions” is semantically complex. It is a complexity I have 
attempted to flag in the earlier pages. In her book Emotions across Languages and 
Cultures Wierzbicka writes: “The very meaning of the English word emotion includes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Donald Hebb, in 1949, paved way for understanding how neurons worked during learning 
processes. In his famous writing “Neurons that fire together, wire together” Hebb argues that the 
causal firing of cells through repetition allows for learning process. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
Giacomo Rizzolatti’s research with the macaque monkeys revealed that certain neurons, now 
called mirror neurons, fired in the similar way when watching and performing motor activities like 
holding an object. He further suggested that in the imitation, there was the capacity to replicate 
and acquire a behavior through observation; thus adding to Hebb’s theorization. While some 
neuroscientists were skeptical of the similarities between monkeys’ brains and that of human 
counterparts, others furthered the research to understand how mirror neurons related to emotions 
(Keysers) and autism (Churchland).  
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both a reference to feelings and a reference to thoughts (as well as a reference to 
the body), and culture often shapes both ways of thinking and ways of feeling” 
(1999: 5). She then goes on to explain that the term “emotion” often relies on 
descriptive language that is socio-culturally specific and language bound. In her 
book, Wierzbicka recognizes and highlights that words such as Russian toska or 
German angst are culturally bound cannot be succinctly translated into nor fully 
understood in English-speaking contexts.3  
 
Working with actors and mindful that theatre performances in particular 
require easily identifiable signifiers for emotional states, psychologist Paul Ekman 
photographed facial expressions of basic emotions—anger, happiness, surprise, 
sadness, disgust and fear. A single expression of emotion was recorded as being 
representative of the basic emotion. He then showed these images to members 
from different cultures. Although some minor differences are visible especially 
regarding how anger is portrayed in different cultures, across cultures, people tend 
to ascribe particular emotions to specific facial expressions (1992). He further 
suggests that there is immediate recognition that that facial expression denotes a 
certain state of being. Ekman’s main argument was that facial expressions of 
primary emotions are universally recognizable. 
 
Being mindful of how the researcher’s linguistic competence shape and 
account for semantic differences cultural psychologist Richard Shweder contested 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Cliff Goddard also explores such limit to translation and the cultural-specificity of terms in his 
research on East Asian and Southeast Asian languages. 
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against Ekman’s findings on the universality of facial expressions of emotions. He 
criticized that it was an over-simplification of the full range of human emotions 
and did not demonstrate sensitivity towards subtle variations in responses that are 
culturally ordained. Moving away from Ekman’s highly categorized definitions for 
facial expressions of emotions and the cultural vacuum it presupposes, in their 
edited book Language and the Politics of Emotions (1990) anthropologists Catherine 
Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod highlight a cross-cultural dimension for understanding 
multiple types of social relations that are created, broken and re-created through 
the discourse of emotions. In doing so, they problematize Ekman’s proposition 
that emotions are indeed universal. 
  
Emotion is a complex term that relies on well-circulated and easily 
relatable words like love, sadness, fear and happiness. Each of these words, such as 
love for example, has many associated thoughts, values and systems of beliefs. 
Nevertheless, they remain the subjective and conscious indicator of a person’s 
emotional state of being. Emotions may then be described as a cognitive, socially 
ordained and consciously practiced mode of expressing oneself. It is a display, 
broadcast or projection of a feeling. While one may be well aware of experiencing 
emotions, through the self-conscious usage of socially understood indicators of 
emotion that one expresses one’s feelings to oneself. Experiences are named, 
legitimized and made recognizable to other members in the same community 
through the expressions of emotions.  
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Within each socio-cultural context there are ways to address “how are 
you” without being confined to facial expressions alone. Although the face is often 
the first thing we look at to initiate communication, there are other non-verbal 
ways to comprehend how one is ‘feeling’. Bearing this in mind, emotions as a 
category may not be nuanced enough to respond to the question I opened with. 
As I had briefly explored, socio-culturally framed thoughts, immediate sensations 
in the body upon contact with a stimulus, and tactile reactions coalesce to 
generate a response that tends towards the emotions. Moreover the categories like 
that of Ekman provide limited ways for expressing oneself. Understanding the 
closely related, split-second-precursor to that somewhat nameable emotion, affect, 
may offer an easily identifiable response to “How are you?” 
 
The translation works and writings of Brian Massumi largely propel the 
interest in affect in Anglophone scholarship. The most influential of his 
translations, is that of Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (reprint 2004). In 
his notes on the translation, Massumi highlights the issue of translation when 
dealing with philosopher Spinoza’s idea of “affect” that Deleuze and Guattari 
draw on. He writes: 
 
AFFECT/AFFECTION. Neither word denotes a personal feeling 
(sentiment in Deleuze and Guattari). L 'affect (Spinoza's affectus) is an ability 
to affect and be affected. It is a prepersonal intensity corresponding to the 
passage from one experiential state of the body to another and implying an 
augmentation or diminution in that body's capacity to act. L'affection 
(Spinoza's affectio) is each such state considered as an encounter between 
the affected body and a second, affecting, body (with body taken in its 
broadest possible sense to include "mental" or ideal bodies) (1987: xvi) 
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Here, Massumi distinguishes that their sentiment (what I have also fleshed 
out as feeling in the earlier pages), is an individualized experience while emotion is 
the socially accepted display of that personalized experience. Affect, on the other 
hand, occurs at the non-conscious level over which we have no control and is only 
made conscious to us through bodily sensations of varying intensities. This may 
include the likes of palpitations or the dilation of the pupil, and such automatic 
reactions become ways for us to understand the relationship between the 
environment and ourselves. As Massumi stresses, it is through those bodily 
sensations that we experience a stimulus. It is this unique encounter that is framed 
as “affect”. There is spontaneity and biological underpinnings that calibrates how 
we understand affect. 
 
 Parables for the Virtual (2002) has become an important critical source for 
studies on affect. Acknowledging that affect is of interest to media, art and literary 
works for reception and production especially in the capitalist culture, Massumi 
draws on various contexts to argue that cultural changes on the body result in a 
cumulative transformative affect on that body. He writes: “Affect, like thought or 
reflection, could be extended to any or every level, providing that the uniqueness 
of its functioning on that level is taken into account” (37). 
 
Massumi’s influential article “The Autonomy of Affect” first published in 
1995 and a chapter in his 2002 book, explores affect as an intensity that evokes an 
uncontrollable reaction that is pre-social and beyond the systems of emotional 
display (27). Massumi stresses that affects are constantly in movement through the 
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bodies and provide for a dynamic and transformative experience that cannot be 
explained through cultural qualifiers alone. His paper beings with Hertha Sturm’s 
research where children watch video recordings of a man building and watching a 
snowman melt away. Their breathing and heartbeat rates are measured. The first 
film was an original wordless version, the second “factual” a one where narration 
is provided and a third “emotional” version where “words expressing the 
emotional tenor of the scene under way” (23). As the children rated the scenes, 
according to the most pleasant, the sadder versions provided the pleasure. 
Massumi highlights that affect is an intensity where there is “a suspension of 
action-reaction circuits and linear temporality” (28).4 Thus, the psychological 
arousal allows for the seemingly dichotomous image and response to collide into a 
positive and pleasurable viewing experience. He elaborates that this pre-personal 
intensity is the autonomy of affect. 
 
Although most scholars register their consensus of Massumi’s proposition 
that affect is an autonomous, bio-automatic, pre-social intensity is widely 
accepted, scholars like Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth remind us that 
“There is no single, generalizable theory of affect: not yet, and (thankfully) theer 
never will be” (2010: 3). Discussing the multi-faceted ways in which affect can be 
appropriated in various cultural contexts and situations in The Affect Theory Reader 
Gregg and Seigworth highlight the “relationality” of affect. In the thin but 
valuable volume Theatre & Feeling Erin Hurley also echoes such relationality when 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Massumi also explores the use of language in categorizing and cuing the types of emotional 
responses. 	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she writes on affect “Affect happens to us (remember, it is out of our conscious 
control) and yet happens through us (it is the body regulating itself via the activation 
of certain organs, processes, or responses, as when we shiver in the cold)” (2010: 
22). Gregg and Seigworth begin the introductory chapter with “Affect arises in the 
midst of in-between-ness:in the capacities to act and be acted upon” (1).  
 
In “Happy Objects” found in the edited volume Sara Ahmed picks up on 
this in-between-ness as a “sticky” thus proposing affect to be “what sticks, or what 
sustains or preserves the connection between ideas, values and objects” (29). 
Other scholars explore the affective cultural politics such as Ben Highmore in 
“Bitter After Taste” through everyday experiences including class-distinctions and 
taste of food. In his book Feeling Theatre (2012) Martin Welton explores the 
intertwined nature between states of being and theatre experiences. He states that 
the term “feel” best “migrates between emotion, cognition and touch” (5). There 
is a certain ambiguity attached to this term. It foregrounds the complex ways in 
which rational thought, ephemeral affect and tactile sensations are bound 
together.  
 
Affect, then provides us with a working framework to understand the 
everyday happenings. Terms like ‘affect’ and ‘emotion’ are gaining increased 
currency within academic writing. These different registers of dealing with normal 
everyday occurrences enable one to exercise greater sensitivity when discussing 
how we feel. In this equation, moods or the current state of mind are also an 
important affective register that cues one into ‘feeling’ and expressing that feel.  
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Journeying through Feelings in Bharata Natyam 
theatre’s solicitation, management, and display of feelings–what I will call 
its ‘feeling-labour’–is the most important aspect of theatre’s cultural work. 
It is what finally makes theatre matter (Hurley 2010: 4). 
 
In the slim volume Theatre & Feeling, Erin Hurley argues that “feeling-
labour” is central to both production and reception of theatre performances. She 
explains how display of emotions by actors often elicits an immediate vicarious 
and real emotional response from audience members. Thus, she posits, there is a 
certain realness attached to the otherwise unreal and fictive world of the 
performance. She further flags the importance of audience members when she 
writes: “The feeling body is theatre’s focus: theatre requires a perceiving person in 
order to be” (37). From the process of performance-making where actors, designers 
and director (when applicable) partake in intense collective creation, to the 
production where the careful calibration of mise-en-scène heightens the watching 
experience, to the reception of such a performance by an audience member who 
already is in a particular feeling (one may have travelled in a crowded train while 
another might have eaten his favourite food before the show), “theatre might best 
be defined as a realm of active emotion” (2010: 4). It is the capacity to provide 
emotional comfort of varying intensities that gives theatre its unique character.  
 
Given many similar experiences when watching theatre performances and 
dance productions, I am inclined to agree with Hurley when she characterizes 
theatre as a realm of active emotion. Independently both actions in the stage 
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world and the audience space stimulate various kinds and intensities of feeling. 
There are always multiple affective qualities that influence our theatre 
experience—from the stage and fictional/invented worlds, the parallels that one 
draws with one’s own experiences, the resultant thought processes, and the tactile, 
auditory, visual and sometimes olfactory sensations of being in the same space 
with others. 
 
The classical South Indian solo dance form Bharata Natyam, that I am 
trained in, provides a realm of active emotion too. Central to its performance 
aesthetics is the evocation of rasa: a Sanskrit term specific to Indian performance 
aesthetics and one that escapes easy translation into the English Language. 
Bharata Natyam relies on a highly stylized and heavily codified representational 
lexicon for conjuring and recognizing emotional states. Through facial expressions 
of emotions, intricate hand gestures or mudras and complementing movement 
vocabulary, the dancer elicits a response. The shared emotional engagement 
between dancer and audience member, may be regarded as rasa. 
 
In a conventional Bharata Natyam repertoire, rasa is often realized 
through the dramatization of preordained Hindu religious or Indian mythological 
stories. The different dance works are sequenced in the repertoire to heighten a 
religious sentiment of devotion for the dancer and audience members alike. The 
soloist interprets and conveys the narrative portion, nrittya, through the careful 
sequencing of mudras with accompanying eye, neck and limb movements. In the 
fundamental araimandi or half-squatting posture, percussive footwork and 
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formalistic movement vocabulary known as nritta is another aspect of the dance. 
Both the formalistic and presentational aspects are performed together as natya in 
order to actualize the mythological narrative.  
 
The dancer mostly takes on the persona of a devotee narrating the stories 
of specific Hindu mythological characters. Given this nature, the performance is 
often presentational in nature where the soloist performs various characters, 
conjures the setting and context in which they meet and suggests the relationship 
between them. Drawing on my experiences as a practitioner, I recognize that it is 
extremely demanding to switch between characters of different genders and 
statuses while still maintaining the narrative integrity of the dance piece. The 
young Bharata Natyam student begins to learn this art by mimicking their guru or 
dance master, and slowly practices method acting to evoke the emotional psyche 
necessary for the different characters. As I will demonstrate throughout the thesis, 
because the narrative content of the dance works keeps pace with the emotional 
development, conjuring facial expressions of stylized emotions later entails a 
phenomenological approach. Here, students may appropriate their subjective 
experiences to inform and influence their representations of the mythological 
relations. 
 
The solo dancer is often sensitive to the various types of feelings and their 
intensities that she is permitted to display. There are conventions that both the 
dancer and audience members can become sensitized to. Firstly, as the devotee-
narrator she relies on recognizable representations of devotion including large 
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salutations. Then, she feels as a character before feeling for another. Through 
stylized expressions or bhavas, there are distinct and specific ways of expressing 
these feelings for different mythological characters. For example, a dancer-
devotee-narrator highlighting the stories of Murugan would include his marriage 
to the indigenous tribal consort Valli. As Valli who is known for her gypsy-like 
movement and witty persona in Tamil literary texts, the dancer should 
incorporate movements and facial expressions to parallel this response. Assuming 
the form of a hunter to woo Valli, the dancer must differentiate and establish the 
physicality and psyche of the two characters. Only then, can she demonstrate the 
love encounter between them both. Valli disses the hunter when he proposes to 
her but later becomes submissive when his true form is revealed.  Therefore, the 
dancer needs to perform the intensities and nuances necessary for conjuring the 
relationship between the two characters.  
 
The standard concert order or margam also tends towards a heightened 
affective mode of reception for audience members.5 A conventional Bharata 
Natyam margam begins with an invocatory piece usually to Lord Ganesh, as if 
requesting him to remove any obstacles. Then formalistic nritta works like the 
alarippu and jatiswaram are presented. Shabdam, the first expressions-based dance 
work that students learn is presented as the third piece in the repertoire. The 
varnam is central to the margam, displays the dancer’s finesse in both nritta and 
abhinaya, and accentuates a religious sentiment through the carefully policed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 A margam may consist of eight to nine dance works, usually lasting for about ninety minutes. For a 
detailed analysis of the Bharata Natyam margam please refer to Gaston (1996) 262-283. 
	   15 
representations of devotion or bhakti. In the second half of the margam, expression-
based pieces including padam, javali and ashtapadi are performed. The margam ends 
with a formalistic thillana where the dancer performs a celebration of a particular 
God. In this manner, the margam builds up towards an affective state of relishing 
bhakti. 
 
Besides the narrative content and structure of the margam where the dancer 
attempts to conjure stylized emotions to elicit real responses in audience members, 
the dancing body is constantly feeling. Twisting the wrist, aligning the elbows and 
specifically when conforming to the precision of the hand gestures I sometimes 
hear a crackling noise. The bronze ankle bells land coldly and painfully against 
my foot during the rhythmic stamping. With perspiration trickling down my neck 
I can also sense the thick layer of foundation powder cracking along the creases of 
my forehead and lip line. While performing the various types of stylized ‘feelings’ 
for the different mythological characters, these sensations heighten the performing 
and watching experiences.  
 
Inducted into this art at the impressionable age of five, I have observed 
that dancers are rarely asked ‘how are you feeling?’ or more immediately ‘how is 
your body feeling?’ There appears to be an unspoken expectation that the 
soreness in the thighs is not as important other feelings that are presented through 
codified movements. Students have to overcome them individually. In this context 
then, the fluidity and ambiguity associated with the term feeling, as Welton proses, 
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appear to give way to a definitive quality through the highly coded portrayals of 
certain emotional states (2012: 10).  
 
What is rasa that calibrates how expressions of emotions are displayed in 
Bharata Natyam? This Sanskrit term first appears in the Natyasastra, written by 
Bharata Muni during the period between 200 BCE and 200 CE. This treatise is 
the single most influential source associated with the Indian performing arts. The 
sage Bharata is often described as the curator of Kalakshetra Bharata Natyam, as he 
had learnt the fifth veda from Lord Brahma himself, and taught the dance form to 
the apsaras or heavenly dancers. The etymology of his name references the three 
keys elements in the dance: Bha (bhava or facial expressions), Ra (raga or melody) 
and Ta (talam or rhythm). The Natyasastra survives through such a nativity story, 
although much of its variations are open to debate as I will explore below, rasa 
continues to be viewed as the dominant emotional theme of an artwork that is 
evoked in the audience members who witness it. Rasa elicits a heightened 
emotional exchange between the dancer and the audience member.  
 
Translating the Sanskrit text, Adya Rangacharya writes: “Rasa is the 
cumulative result of vibhava (stimulus), anubhava (involuntary reaction) and 
Vyabhichari bhava (voluntary reaction)…along with the different bhavas (emotions) 
the sthayi bhava becomes a ‘taste’ (rasa, flavor, feeling)”(1999: 55). In both the 
practice and the Natyasastra, eight rasas or dominant states are identified. 
Rangacharya offers one translation for the eight rasas as follows: Sringaara (love), 
hasya (humour), karunya (compassion), roudra (horror), veera (the heroic), bhayanaka 
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(fear), bibhatsa (repulsion) and adhbutha (wonder). Another scholar Manomohan 
Ghosh offers a relational interpretation of the terms: Sringaara (the erotic derived 
from the dominant state of love), hasya (the comic from laughter), karunya (the 
pathetic from sorrow), roudra (fury from anger), veera (the heroic), bhayanaka (the 
terrible from fear), bibhatsa (the odious from disgust) and adhbutha (the marvelous 
from astonishment) (1950: 108-116).6  
 
Another important source used in Bharata Natyam is the Abhinaya darpana 
(The Mirror of Gesture) by Sage Nandikeshvara. A commentary on the 
Natyasastra, it was written between 5th and 2nd century BCE and Coomaraswamy 
and Duggirala did its earliest known English translation in 1917.7 More than the 
Natyasastra, it is the Abhinaya darpana that finds an embodied application through 
Bharata Natyam. There, the writer provides dancers with a philosophy on the 
facial expressions of emotions and it is a hymn or sloka that occurs in Bharata 
Natyam classes as well. Vibhava anubhava viyabhicharee; Samyogate rasa nishpatihee. 
 
An example would best explain this hynm: Sakuntala’s despondent nature 
after King Dushyanta leaves the forest for his kingdom, from Kalidasa’s Sakuntala 
and the Ring of Recollection. Sakuntala’s constant state of longing and being 
uninterested in everything else, is called the sthai bhava—it is the permanent state 
of being for Sakuntala in this episode. King Dushyanta, the character causing 
Sakuntala pain and sorrow, is the vibhava. Anubhava is the physical result of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 The dance historian Kapila Vatsyayan discusses the interpretation of the treatise in Bharata: The 
Natyasastra (1996). 
7 This book has undergone many reprints.	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emotion and is often depicted through tears. In performance, two hamsasyo mudras 
allude to the tears streaming down the cheeks. Upon seeing the ring her lover had 
given her, Sakuntala then moves into a transitory state of reminiscing the times 
spent with the lover and the promise he had made to her. This is viyabhicharee bhava 
and is only a temporary state for her. Shaken back into her reality, Sakuntala 
returns to her sthai bhava and depicts that Dushyanta had yet to keep that promise.  
 
As such, an oppositional viyabhicharee bhava is used as a contrast to heighten 
the sthai bhava. In this way, the audience is not only shown the circumstances 
through the mudras but also is allowed a perspective into the Sakuntala’s state of 
being. This perspective that the audience gains becomes, in part, the rasa. It is 
crucial that these 4 levels of bhava are merged within the same scene, ie Samyogate, 
in order for the audience to buy the emotions that are being portrayed and hence 
be affected by rasa—an aesthetic experience enjoyed by the audience. 
 
The Abhinaya darpana is especially useful for the practice of Bharata 
Natyam because of its thick descriptions and images of mudras, its composite 
nature and multiple uses, and the expressions or abhinaya. The complicated nature 
of expressing oneself in everyday contexts is re-created and orchestrated as 
codified expressions within the practice of Bharata Natyam. This storytelling is 
predicated on four types of abhinaya: angika abhinaya (representations of identifiable 
expressions through the dancing body), vaachika abhinaya (sung words and lyrics 
that offer insights to the character or context), aaharya abhinaya (the use of costumes 
and accessories that accentuate the characteristics of the fictional world) and 
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sathvika abhinaya. Bharata Natyam scholars and practitioners alike agree that the 
last is the most demanding to perform convincingly. Sathvika abhinaya involves 
subtly articulating the emotional states of the dancer to the audience members 
necessary for eliciting rasa. 
 
The Natyasastra has garnered much attention in Anglophone literature as a 
guide for theatre making. However, its appropriations in Bharata Natyam do not 
feature heavily. Moreover, it usually features as a comparative study alongside the 
canonical Aristotle’s Poetics where the terms rasa and catharsis are carefully 
investigated. The rasaboxes devised by Richard Schechner highlights how the 
eight rasas can be extrapolated for actor-training. However, inherent to these 
boxes and Ekman’s idea of universally identifiable emotional display, is the 
oversight that each rasa is a potent concept that includes intensities and variations 
of an emotional state of being. 
 
Given the centrality of rasa in Bharata Natyam, the term itself does not 
enter the discursive language. One reason may be because of the difficulty in 
accurately translating rasa, a culture of experiential production-reception, into the 
English language. Definitions like flavor, feeling or taste are useful ways of 
thinking about rasa but they are somewhat limiting in encapsulating the concept. 
The language barrier becomes significant especially when the ostensibly 
traditional dance form is practiced and performed in urban cities where English is 
the language of instruction. 
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The associations that I have forged with Bharata Natyam are from my 
contact with the art and practice of it in tiny city-state of Singapore. Located 
about one hundred and thirty-seven kilometers north of the equator we can feel 
the humidity even at night. Hardly noticeable on the world map, Singapore is 
engulfed by the larger Southeast Asian countries of Malaysia and Indonesia. This 
“Little Red Dot” as it is sometimes referred to, 8 is an economically powerful 
nation in Asia, whose political stability is often boasted of by the government. As a 
multi-racial country, the ethnic majority Chinese and the ethnic minority Malay, 
Indian and Other communities (the colonial-era CMIO-model of racial 
governance) all share similar constitutional rights.9 The majority of Indians are 
Tamil-speaking. I am a third-generation Indian Singaporean, who grew up in an 
upper-middle class environment.10 In mainstream schools, I had Chinese, Malay 
and Tamil-speaking Indian friends. English is the main language for instruction 
and communication, and my first language. Western cultural influences, especially 
American popular culture, are a staple in Singapore media.  
 
In this context, Bharata Natyam is used as a signifier of Indian culture. 
Cultural shows provide space for the formalistic aspects of Bharata Natyam to be 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The term “Little Red Dot” was first used by the Indonesian President BJ Habibie in 1998 as a 
derogatory term to describe Singapore. In responding to that term and to the economic plunge 
that Indonesia experienced, then Prime Minister of Singapore Goh Chok Tong states in the 1998 
National Day Rally: "Singapore will help Indonesia within the limits of our ability. We are a small 
economy. ... After all we are only three million people. Just a little red dot on the map. Where is 
the capacity to help 211 million people?" However, the “Little Red Dot” is now viewed as a 
positive attribute (the financial power relative to size) and is etched in the psyche of many 
Singaporeans as something to be proud of. 
9 As a model, CMIO does not reflect the ethnic realities or the heterogeneous mix of languages 
within each ethnic community. Many people may not self-identify with such neat categorizations.	  
10 Unlike many of my peers who lived in the subsidized Housing Development Board (HDB) flats, 
my brother and I were brought up on a landed property.	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displayed. The annual National Day Parade (NDP) on 9th August provides the 
most spectacular variation on Bharata Natyam. Here, conventional 
representations of bhavas give way to hand-held props like hula-hoops and 
formalistic movements that are easily repeatable by Chinese, Malay and Other 
students alike. In the frame of the NDP, these tokenistic movements nonetheless 
create a heightened affective experience of watching because of the patriotic 








































Figure 1: Brochure with the images of my aunt and mother  
in Bharata Natyam costume (middle two, Left to right). 
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As I scanned the library shelves at my university, I chanced upon a 
brochure: Singapore Festival of Dance (1983). The front cover was a montage of four 
pictures reflecting with the CMIO model. In the top right-hand corner was a 
picture of four Bharata Natyam dancers denoting the various musical instruments. 
The two dancers in the middle looked familiar: my mother and my aunt. Unlike 
scholarship on transnational and post-colonial studies that discuss the practice of 
Bharata Natyam as a proxy for the motherland, for a locally rooted dancer like 
myself it was about performing my identity as a Singaporean Indian and keeping 
up with the family dynamics. 
 
In the influential book on Bharata Natyam circuits At Home in the World: 
Bharata Natyam on the Global Stage (2007), Janet O’Shea explores how transnational 
articulations of the form take on local significations.11 Given that Singapore is a 
nation-state where people, ideas and financial capital partake in transnational 
exchanges, the local Bharata Natyam practice is preserved as a living fossil. The 
increased amounts of funding allocated to traditional art practices as compared to 
contemporary interpretations of the art may be one reason for the repetitive 
performances of conventional Bharata Natyam. Different performance spaces also 
regulate Bharata Natyam renditions, and bhakti remains central. Temple festivals 
like Navaratri, an auspicious ten-day celebration for Goddess Devi, or Vasantha 
Utsavam, a predominantly Vaishnavaite celebration, provide dancers with 
platforms to showcase what they have learnt. The religious content of many 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Such an idea also recurs in her earlier revisions of 1998 and 2003. 
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conventional Bharata Natyam pieces become appropriate choices for these temple 
settings.  
 
The professional status of Bharata Natyam in Singapore cannot escape the 
forces of capitalism and global connectivity. At institutions like Singapore Indian 
Fine Arts Society (SIFAS) many teachers who are employed to teach Bharata 
Natyam, are Kalakshetra graduates from South India (a signature style that I will 
explore in the section) and reside in Singapore on a working permit. These 
contracts usually last for two years and renewals are subject to immigration 
policies. A somewhat similar situation in other metropolitan cities where students 
constantly move and thus learn under different teachers, in Singapore the local 
Tamil-Indian Bharata Natyam practice gains its permanence and prominence 
through the temporary nature of learning.  
 
Arangetrams or solo inaugural performances in Singapore are becoming 
popular events that many trained dancers and gurus attend. Although some 
institutions like Temple of Fine Arts (TFA) host their own arangetrams on their 
premises, others are presented at large and expensive auditoriums, like the 388-
seater Jubilee Hall where I performed my arangetram in 2001. These inaugural 
performances become weekend events, and because the local Bharata Natyam 
community is fairly small, there is usually some consensus between gurus to prevent 
any overlap in performance days or times. Yet, there is enough critical mass and a 
stable Bharata Natyam-going group that appreciates the rasa-quality of 
performance, which fuels the local community’s drive towards affect creation.  
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In my oversized Punjabi suit, a single thin bangle on each hand and a little 
black pottu or dot between my eyebrows that I reluctantly put on for Bharata 
Natyam classes, I used to drag myself into my father’s car. For a six year old, 
Saturday 3-5pm dance classes were a chore. The rectangular building of SIFAS 
near Little India, an area allocated for Indian settlers during British Rule in 
Singapore, looked less inviting than the mainstream school that I attended on 
weekdays. On the rare occasions where I had to take public transport to classes, 
the rapid ways in which the city-scape of Singapore was changing became very 
acute: Bharata Natyam provided me with some stability. The public rail 
transportation, the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) trains became increasingly 
crowded. The accelerated processes of modernization were visible on these rides 
where the terrain consisted mostly of high-rise structures and expanding roads. 
Sand-filled playgrounds from my childhood days have given way to the spongy 
carpets that smell of feet when it rains. 
 
Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with the dance saree, blouse, pants and two 
safety pins in my bag, I would usually rush into the toilet at SIFAS on the ground 
floor to drape the lengthy cloth around myself, rush to the second floor for 
Bharata Natyam and open the classroom door in time for my teacher’s cue for us 
to begin: Thalangu Thakathiku Thakkathatheeng Ginathom! I perform salutations to 
Mother Earth through the Namaskaram, seeking her blessings before stomping on 
her in the araimandi posture.  
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Enrolled in Bharata Natyam at SIFAS, I became privy not only to the 
dance form but also to cultural signifiers specific to southern India. Hindu 
religious stories, the architecture of temples and houses in India, and the gendered 
portrayal of women predominated, and the dance sequences influenced how I 
understand aspects of living particular to South India—from about three 
thousand kilometers away. Graduating from SIFAS with a Diploma in Bharata 
Natyam and the Natya Visharad title award for 2003, I continued practicing the art 
and presented a more nuanced grasp of the art in my 2007 solo recital Soul in 
Search. It is in the space of SIFAS where I learnt Kalakshetra style Bharata Natyam. 
It is from and through this space that I travelled onto the performance stage.  
 
Shringaara: Modes of Love in Bharata Natyam  
Drawing on my experiences as a practitioner, observing stage renditions of 
Bharata Natyam and understanding the complexities attached to learning and 
performing the art, I argue for a potentially generative counter-discourse to the 
respectable practice of Bharata Natyam—one which is shaped predominantly 
within the realm of bhakti or devotion towards a God. I argue that the concept of 
Shringaara—loosely referring to love in all its forms and intensities—offers a useful 
framework for understanding the aesthetics of the dance form and becomes a 
refractive tool for sociological underpinnings regarding quotidian expressions of 
love.  
 
Beyond the romanticized depictions of Apsaras or heavenly dancers and 
submissive devotees, other aspects of love are inherent to the performance content 
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and style (mostly as devotional love), pedagogy (where the guru-sishya relationship 
is tacitly understood love), and appreciation of Bharata Natyam (where depictions 
of romance, allusions of sexual unions and one’s own understanding of love as it 
features in everyday discourse). The stylized representations of love in the dance 
sit alongside quotidian expressions of love. Social expressions of love, its 
representations in popular culture, and one’s own individual experiences of being 
in love, tend to offer counterpoints to the highly stylized and codified portrayals of 
love in Bharata Natyam. Although Bharata Natyam narratives are often 
hermetically sealed in religious mythology, I recognize that in the production and 
reception of Shringaara—its varieties and intensities—there is resonance to 
everyday affective registers of love. Therefore in my thesis, I argue that love—in 
all its form that features in and through the practice of Bharata Natyam—is 
Shringaara. 
  
Ghosh’s translation of ‘sringara’ as it is conventionally spelt and 
recognized in English scholarship, “the erotic derived from the dominant state of 
love” echoes the conventional as representing romantic or carnal desire of love 
(1950: 107). Rangacharya translates the term as “love” reflecting the potential for 
Shringaara to be broad and all-encompassing; one that I lean towards based on my 
experiences of practicing, performing, teaching and watching Bharata Natyam 
and is hence more suited for this thesis.  
 
Each word “Shringaara” and “love” each are used in very specific socio-
cultural, historical and political contexts. Like rasa, Shringaara too escapes simple 
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translation. The Indian vernacular ways of discussing love as premam, kaadal or pyar 
signal state-specific ways of deciphering the concept. In the introduction to the 
edited volume Love in South Asia Francesca Orsini provides a framework for 
understanding the evolving nature of Shringaara in context. She highlights that 
there are multiple words to describe love ranging from Shringaara to the popular 
‘ishq’ that features in Bollywood movies and songs. Including Vatsayayana’s Kama 
Sutra and its politics of sexual union and sexuality in relation to love, Orsini 
highlights how the concept of love has different manifestations and intensities of 
love in the Indian context. She traces an evolution from Sanskrit narratives, bhakti 
to a populist understanding. Orsini highlights an Indian affective culture and its 
myriad applications. Given this context, the practice of bhakti in Bharata Natyam 
appears to be a sensitive and sanitized variety of love that is showcased. Yet I 
argue that the highly codified form becomes an enabling mechanism to undertand 
the many nuances attached to the idea of love. 
 
In his book The Making of Romantic Love (2012), William Reddy foregrounds 
the historical contexts and cultural movements that shaped the dichotomous 
relationship between romantic love or “true love” and carnal sexual gratification 
or desire. Researching the prominence of “the original sin” in church cultures 
across Europe during the 4th century, Reddy asserts that psysiological associations 
between longing or desire is a western construct (14). Contrasting the Indian 
Vaishnavite tradition, the ways in the mythological stories weave bhakti and 
romantic sexual unions and the temple-royal patronages that parallel those 
concepts of love, he argues that the bodily arousals have the potential for 
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spirituality (224). 12 To him Shringara rasa was a “sublime sexual partnership that is 
reciprocal and that excludes coercion” thus highlighting the lack of distinction 
between sex and love in the cultural practices (3). In Anglican terms, it is a 
“spiritualized love-lust” (225). However, such a concept of love may not hold true 
in urban Indian city spaces of today. From the onset of colonization and attempts 
of religious conversions in India, to the current advent of globalization where 
ideas of love are influenced by popular culture images this romanticized variation 
of Shringaara may not be useful. 
 
All these conflicting and at times complementing variations on love 
provide the background static for the practice of Bharata Natyam in a city like 
Singapore where representations of bhakti is celebrated as the primary 
manifestation of Shringaara. It is such juxtaposition between the everyday and the 
stylized that provide a fertile site for enquiry. In a global city like Singapore, 
Western ideas of “true love”, Anglican understanding of romantic love and its 
gender roles,13 and sensual and titillating depictions of love and sexual desire from 
Western, regional and local popular culture, coalesce with and bleed into 
everyday quotidian expressions of haptic love such as hugging and kissing.  
 
Throughout this thesis, my use of Shringaara as an umbrella term for love is 
an authorial and intentional choice. To a certain extent, it is inspired by veteran 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Reddy also explores the Heian Japanese cultures to argue against the bodily-spiritual split 
associated with love. However, for purposes of this thesis, I will only highlight the correlations to 
Shringaara.  
13 To better understand the likes of courtly love and their shaping of “romantic love” please refer 
to William M Reddy’s book The Making of Romantic Love (2012).  
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guru Padma Bhushan Kalanidhi Narayanan.14 She accredits Shringaara as the 
“mother of all Rasas” (2008). Observing many conventional Bharata Natyam 
varnams and padams in particular, I agree that Shringaara can incorporate other 
transient states including darker and more troubling aspects like jealousy, desire 
and selfish attachments that may alter the flow of actions.  
 
Of the various strands of love explored in Bharata Natyam, utmost 
devotion to the Gods or bhakti is the most privileged. This is in part because the 
content of the form is closely associated with Hinduism. Most Bharata Natyam 
practitioners regard this larger Hindu worldview of bhakti, or the spiritual 
connection with the Supreme Being, as an important manifestation of Shringaara. 
While there are two other strands of love that are practiced and performed in 
Bharata Natyam, rati or romantic love and vatsalyam or maternal affection, they 
still service bhakti. For instance, when the dancer manifests mythological lovers 
such as Radha and Krishna, there is often a religious sentimentality present. The 
union of the two is widely accepted by many practicing Hindus as the union of the 
jeevatma (mortal soul) with the Paramathma (the Supreme being) and not necessarily 
an expression of romantic love alone. Similarly, when motherly love or vatsalyam is 
portrayed onstage, the god-like characteristics of the divine child like Krishna or 
Ganesha are explored.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 This award is India's third highest civilian honour. The Indian government awarded this 
accolade to Kalanidhi Narayanan in 1985 
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My interest in Shringaara as a viable field of enquiry also stems from its 
underrepresented importance in scholarship on Bharata Natyam. As I will explore 
in further detail in the next section, an important split between practitioners in 
post-Independence India lie in the representations of Shringaara. During the 
formative years of Bharata Natyam (1920s to late 1940s) sensual representations of 
love were replaced with codified versions of devotion in order to raise the social 
status of the art. Here too, there was a cultural politics of how Shringaara ought to 
be performed. Therefore, in understanding the various other manifestations of 
Shringaara, I propose a counterpoint to the dichotomous erotic and devotional 
expressions of love. 
 
In everyday language, love is discussed as an intense passion and a 
heightened sense of liking someone or something. The first flush of love is often 
associated with a neuro-scientific and increased heartbeat, extreme excitement 
and a sudden loss of appetite. There is usually some sense of directedness attached 
to love or loving. It may be sexual, romantic or simply platonic. Maybe it is 
illegitimate and hence titillating. The gentle embrace that a child gives its mother 
highlights the emotional attachment that develops over time. This may also hold 
true for non-related people who form strong bonds —passionate or otherwise.  
 
Given the romanticized version of love that feature in cities including 
Singapore, social emotions such as hate or shame recurs in many of the writings 
that I had surveyed. However, Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Love (2003) and Alain 
Badiou’s In Praise of Love (2012) defend love as it features in modern urban 
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contexts. Both Bauman and Badiou highlight an urban refashioning of love as one 
that is determined by the risk-free nature of dating platforms. The frailty of 
human bonds and the contesting desire to remain in one relationship while still 
forging others is an idea that resonates in both books. Bauman extends discussions 
on love beyond the interpersonal family unit to include a sociological perspective 
on relating to social neighbours and even refugees. Badiou’s philosophical take on 
the concept, moves beyond self-obsession and includes religion, politics and the 
theatre. Bauman characterizes ‘love’ “as sharp, short and shocking episodes, shot 
through by the a priori awareness of brittleness and brevity” (2003: 5). Badiou 
proposes “a concept of love that is less miraculous [referring to Breton’s idea of 
eternity contained within the miraculous love encounter] and more hard work, 
namely a construction of eternity within time, of the experience of the Two, point 
by point” (2012: 80). In discussing how these aspects are increasingly becoming 
the modern way of experiencing love, both scholars appear to allude to an urban 
reinvention of ‘love’.  
 
From a Bharata Natyam practitioner’s perspective, Shringaara becomes a 
rich area that conflates one’s quotidian and affective ways of understanding love 
with the highly codified practice of Bharata Natyam. While the mythological 
characters and plots may be pre-ordained and the form of Bharata Natyam 
strictly codifies the way in which “love” is conjured on stage, the idea of Shringaara 
is not hermetically sealed. Rather, dancers like myself—living and practicing in a 
nation that is constantly re-inventing itself—also draw inspiration from lived 
experiences when performing. While there are limits to official representations, 
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some flexibility is allowed in presenting one’s interpretations of love. It is the 
intersection between social modes of love and codified varieties in Bharata 
Natyam that allow me to better comprehend the everyday concept of love and 
vice-versa. This is the valence of understanding love in all its variations and 
intensities as Shringaara. 
 
Bharata Natyam in Scholarship: An absence of Shringaara 
Relative to the prominence given to Shringaara in the performance context 
of Bharata Natyam, skewed though it may be to a transcendental representation 
of love, I would argue that discussions of the concept are under-represented in 
Anglophone scholarship on the form. Nevertheless, it is precisely these gaps that 
allow me to reflect upon Shringaara. This becomes apparent if one considers the 
state of the practice in Singapore, in relation to the three main areas of focus in 
contemporary Anglophone Bharata Natyam research, namely: Bharata Natyam 
as an invented tradition, the identity politics of the dancer, and contemporary 
interpretations of the form.  
  
Discussion of the socio-historical trajectory of Bharata Natyam is the first 
and best-explored area and there is a close affiliation with my research interest in 
Shringaara. Wrapped within the rupture to the tradition and the changes to the 
manifestations of Shringaara, there an everyday and carnal interpretation of love is 
underscored in much of the discussions. The stakes for the revivalists were placed 
in the devadasi or temple dancer’s ambiguous positioning of being sacredly married 
to gods and their sexual servitude to wealthy men.  
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As Lakshmi Viswanathan, a reputed Bharata Natyam dancer, highlights, 
exploring the practice of devadasis cannot ignore the intimate associations to love 
and sex (2008). She further explains that the term ‘devadasi’ in the performance 
context evokes contrasting reactions primarily because of the Western perspective 
from which the term is approached (2008: 7). This resonates with Anne-Marie 
Gaston’s writing that sadir was measured against colonial British ideologies and 
Anglican moral values (1996: 44-46). Thus devadasis were stigmatized as immoral 
women who had the power to amass wealth and land from the temple donors 
whom they seduced through their dance, and were hence labeled as prostitutes. 
Referencing the devadasis’ “salon dances” or performances outside of temple 
settings, Davesh Soneji explores the secular aspects of performing in his book 
Unfinished Gestures (2012: 5). Thus literature on the revival period and the tensions 
within the devadasi community is related to my investigation as it allows for a more 
everyday appreciation of other aspects of Shringaara that appear to be glossed over 
in the midst of the socio-political dissonance. 
 
Central to the criticism of the devadasi community was not just their socially 
unconventional sexual relationships. It is their representations of Shringaara in 
dance that spearheaded a rift within the local Tamil community in Madras (now 
Chennai). Hereditary dancers like Balasaraswati and upper-caste Brahmin 
revivalists like Rukmini Devi Arundale (1904-1986) were on either sides of a 
heated debate. Led by the latter, the revivalists insisted that sadir had to be 
purified by removing sensuous representations of love and replacing them with 
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stylized gestures for bhakti or devotion towards the Gods.15 In doing so, they aimed 
to remove the practice from the devadasis and place it the respectable hands of 
upper-class and caste Brahmin community. To the accusation of carnal love, 
Balasaraswati rebutted: “the effort to purify Bharata Natyam…is like putting a 
gloss on burnished gold or painting a lotus” and that should any renditions appear 
vulgar it was due to the “inadequacies of the dancer herself” (1978: 113).  
 
However, the manifestations of Shringaara, which are at the heart of the 
rupture in the hereditary tradition, remain little explored, partly due to the lack of 
proper documentation. Priya Srinivasan presents some writing on how the nautch 
women are depicted in the United States in her book Sweating Saris: Indian Dance as 
Transnational Labor (2012: 47-48, 54).  Douglas Knight’s Balasaraswati: Her Art & Life 
(2010) provides a limited number of photographs and lengthy descriptions of how 
Balasarawati manifested Shringaara. Video recordings of the dancing are also few, 
although it does include Satyajit Ray’s documentary Bala (1976). The biography 
written by the son-in-law and the film sequences that were done when she was 
fifty-eight years old, do highlight a bias and physical limitations of aging 
respectively that need to be taken into consideration. At the same time, these 
records only highlight the single dancer and thus widely practiced manifestations 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 The Tamil Brahmin lawyer, E Krishna Iyer (1897-1968) was also an influential figure who 
wanted to raise the status of sadir by placing the dance in socially acceptable venues. As O’Shea 
notes, he himself had cross-dressed and performed sadir to highlight its aesthetic value (2008: 35-
36). As the joint secretary of the Music Academy, he introduced hereditary dancers like 
Balasaraswati to the secular performance context in 1933—a pivotal period for the dance form. 
However, as a nationalist activist during pre-independence India, he became concerned with 
raising the dance to a national level, rid of the social stigma attached to the devadasi community. 
For these reasons, he is often viewed alongside Rukmini Devi as a prominent revivalist. 	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of Shringaara that were deemed problematic by the revivalists are not detailed in 
the dance literature.  
 
To a certain degree, the prolific and highly successful implementation of 
Bharata Natyam over sadir and the lack of material to draw from may be some 
reasons for the ‘silencing’ of Shringaara and its manifestations in scholarship. 
Because the revivalists reformed the corporeal and sexual associations of the 
devadasi, subsequently the Bharata Natyam practice and scholarship has tended to 
downplay these aspects of the form.  
 
With her husband George Arundale, a British theosophist, Rukmini Devi 
set up the “Kalakshetra Foundation” in 1936. In this institute, Rukmini Devi 
formalized sadir by removing potentially sensuous movements of the lips, hips and 
chest, and began including group performances.16 Uttara Coorlawala proposes 
that the Kalakshetra style of Bharata Natyam tends to “sanskritize” the body. In 
drawing from the Sanskrit texts of Bharata Muni’s Natyasastra and Nandikeswara's 
Abhinaya Darpana, she argues, Rukmini Devi elevated the status of the dance and 
gave it an origin rooted in Hindu-Indian sentiments, than in the socio-cultural 
setting it was borrowed from. Being of the upper-caste Brahmin community and 
with her ideas of raising the aesthetic status of the dance, she was able to reach out 
to the local community. Coorlawala explains that the omission of “emotions such 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Arundale also formalized adavus, advocated the neatness the body line when performing basic 
steps, and demanded the discipline of the body (Ohtani, 1991:307). By propagating regular class 
hours and even specifying special exercises prior to dancing, she stylised the art form (Mathew, 
1997:97). 
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as lust, sexuality, greed (anything exciting by contemporary global television and 
Bollywood standards)” was a consequence of this re-invention process (2004: 55).  
 
While there appears to be much tension in the ruptured tradition of the 
devadasi dancers during the creation of Rukmini Devi’s “invented” Kalakshetra style, 
that style allows for the formulation of signature movement by individual 
practitioners. Susan Melrose discusses the aesthetic ownership of practitioners are 
regards signature movements as a “continuity, plus the drive to effect qualitative 
transformation…It involves the intermix of continuity with futurity” (2006: 126). 
Although Rukmini Devi’s contributions to Kalakshetra style cannot be completely 
erased, the aesthetics and artistry of the form is something that continues across 
the global cities in the current context.  
 
It is predominantly this signature Kalakshetra style that is synonymous with 
Bharata Natyam in Singapore.17 Formal institutions teaching Bharata Natyam 
began to mushroom, the first being Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society (SIFAS), 
established in 1949. Continuing to employ only Kalakshetra graduates to teach 
Bharata Natyam allowed for that style to take root in Singapore. Bhaskar's 
Academy of Dance (later renamed Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society) was set up in 
1952 by KP Bhaskar, who was later joined by his wife Santha Bhaskar. A well-
trained dancer from Chempakassary Arya Kala Nilayam in Kerala, from 1955, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Prior to World War Two (WWII), the Indian population in Singapore was a transient immigrant 
community. Arriving as sepoys, convicts and labourers even prior to the 1930s, the 
disproportionate gender ratio did not encourage the practice of the dance, which was mostly in the 
female domain. 
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Santha Bhaskar began engaging with other cultural dance forms in Singapore 
while teaching Bharata Natyam. During this period, Tamil cinema also included 
Bharata Natyam dances and as films travelled into Singapore, they also 
popularized the dance. The arrival of S Sathyalingam and his Kalakshetra-trained 
wife Neila Sathyalingam in 1974 led to the setting-up of Apsaras Arts in 1977, 
another influential institution that encouraged the practice of Bharata Natyam. 
 
The second strand of literature surrounding Bharata Natyam deals with 
the identity politics of the dancer, and focuses on how the form shapes the 
performance of gender, caste and ethnicity within the Indian context and on the 
transnational urban circuit. Gender politics is an important consideration for 
dancers from India as well as in other diasporic countries where people of Indian 
origin have settled. Of the many images of the Bharata Natyam dancer, the figure 
below well illustrates the acute relationship between representations of femininity 

























Figure 2. Caricature of a Bharata Natyam dancer that  
illustrates the demands on the body to achieve aesthetic beauty.   
 
 
In “The Sanskritized Body” Coorlawala suggests that in Sanskritzing the 
dance form, the devadasi is “metamorphosed into devi (goddess), as several dancers 
of that period took on the appellation "Devi" and started embodying powerful 
images of womanhood in their dances” (2004: 57). The waist belt that constricts 
movement, the front pleats that create a depth in colour when the dancer sits in 
araimandi and the musical accompaniment that the salangai (ankle bells) conjure as 
she stomps on the ground highlight the intertwined nature of the costume and 
dia's mythical past. She spoke persua 
sively of "the woman as she was in an 
cient India, not as she is today; the 
woman who was the Warrior, the 
True Mother, the Priestess, the ideal 
for the World" (Srinivasan I984). In 
tandem with Rukmini Devi Arundale, 
dasi (servant) metamorphosed into 
devi (goddess), as several dancers of 
that period took on the appellation 
"Devi" and started embodying power 
ful images of womanhood in their 
dances. Most of them remained con 
tained within patriarchy, with rare ex 
ceptions such as Chandralekha, whose 
fiery public persona and subversive 
dances challenged the power relation 
ships between dance and temple rituals 
and the social space that had been 
symbolically ascribed to them. * E 7 7ff5' 
Whereas in the I95os, no "re 
spectable woman" would be seen per- - 
forming publicly, it is interesting that 
most of the early twentieth century 
dancers hailed from high castes and 
wealthy families. In the socialist pre 
global closed economy of India be 
tween Independence and the eighties, 
very few persons could afford or were VIC 
permitted to travel. Further, in mid 
dleclass homes, the Law Codes of 
Manu (Doniger I99I) were still con 
sidered household wisdom ('Na stri Figure3. "Her Large Liquid Eyes. "Drawn by Manjula. In 
svatantryam arhati" or woman is not scriptions on the dancerk body and accompanying article by 
fit for independence!), however, the SadanandMenon, in The Sunday Observer, (Madras Edi 
star dancers of the seventies were con- tion) February5, I984. 
stantly performing domestically and 
internationally as cultural representa 
tives. Their bodies, committed to dancing, represented both Indianness and independ 
ence in all its nationalist and feminist significations. In I977, a public confrontation be 
tween the government's cultural bureaucracy and three leading dancers, received 
widespread coverage in all India's newspapers and sparked much discussion which re 
sulted in reformed cultural policies (The Sunday Observer I985; Erdman I983). 
Dance Research Journal 36/2 (Winter 2004) 57 
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movement vocabulary that collectively create the ideal image. The way the 
Bharata Natyam costume and its complementing accessories are structured 
heighten the curvature of the female dancer. The body-hugging blouse reveals the 
supple muscles, the backcomb accentuates the face, the constriction at the waist 
gives a concave silhouette and the pleats present a rounded lower torso when the 
dancer poses in araimandi. It is this overall aesthetic stance that becomes 
captivating. 
 
Coorlawala notes that with the exception of work by Chandralekha (whom 
I will discuss in the following section) many of the conventional narratives retain a 
patriarchal structure. The most frequently occurring example would be the 
Radha-Krishna stories. As Chakrovorty claims, the narrative tends to “resonate 
with patriarchal, Hindu themes in which sexually passive Radha longs for her 
beloved Krishna, who incessantly indulges in amorous and unfaithful adventures” 
(2001: 113-4). The dancer, dressed in the costume that accentuates the female 
body shape, may dip her gaze or express coyness in her dance when she performs 
Radha. However, Chakrovorty’s feminist critique falls short when that same 
woman changes her body postures to conjure Krishna. The dancer can hence 
exercise control over the performance since she embodies both the male and 
female characters. As a result the ways in which Shringaara is conjured is 
dependent on the dancer and for this reason the concept can be used to manifest 
representations of sacred, profane and spectacular variations on love.  
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The gender politics ascribed to the Bharata Natyam dancer, nevertheless 
also reveals something about Shringaara. In the strict codifications for representing 
the male and female characters, the dancer is initiated into socio-culturally 
acceptable ways of gender-appropriate behavior. In teaching its students how to 
perform love, through the lowering of gaze or broadening of shoulders for 
example, there is a choreography of gender relations that is foregrounded in 
Bharata Natyam. In denoting shyness when a man glances at her, the social 
expectations of womanhood as they feature in the Hindu-Indian context finds an 
expression in the dance practice.  
 
Regardless of how codified the dancers are in performing Shringaara or how 
distinct their bodies may be – which sets them apart from other dancers – they still 
inhabit the real world. In Singapore, for example, students are usually schooled in 
a co-education environment at the primary level (between seven to twelve years of 
age), and hence depictions of lowering the gaze to highlight feminine submission, 
is completely different from how they understand relationships, love-based or 
otherwise, from their social and personal experiences.  
 
Another strand of identity politics that arose due to the purification of the 
Bharata Natyam revivalists, is the idea of caste. In ‘Sanskritizing’ sadir, Rukmini 
Devi not only raised the status of the dance but also made it closely associated 
with the upper-caste Brahmin community. Many middle-class Brahmins sent their 
daughters to Kalakshetra to learn a dance that was emblematic of India. While this 
had been particular to the Indian context from the 1940s, there is a carryover 
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effect in urban spaces like Singapore. Although the notion of caste is not as strong 
a unifier as social class in the Singapore social context, in SIFAS where I was 
enrolled from 1991 to 2007, language and nationality seemed to underpin how 
the dance was taught. Being amongst the few Singaporeans who could only speak 
fluently in a Tamil that is distinctly different from that spoken in India, and being 
non-Brahmin in a place where most teachers were Kalakshetra-trained Brahmins, I 
picked up some Brahmin-lingo as I learnt the dance. As a young child, I was 
taught Bharata Natyam in English primarily because I could not understand the 
other Indian languages that the teachers spoke.18 Caste aside, the continued 
learning of Bharata Natyam in Singapore becomes a marker of the upper-middle 
income bracket. Part of the reason lies in the high costs incurred when performing 
the dance and disposable income is still necessary for the booking of theatre spaces 
and paying musicians. 
 
A key factor in the identity politics of the Singaporean Indian dancer, is 
the conflation of ethnicity and Bharata Natyam. This is a state-mandated move 
and may not be an important factor for Indian nationals living outside of India, 
and who move through the transnational urban circuit. Following British colonial 
precedent the state categorizes its primary races, through the CMIO-model. As 
part of the bilingual policy in 1966, each race is allocated a mandatory Mother 
Tongue language in mainstream schools: Mandarin, Malay and Tamil. In state 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 After the employment pass of my first teacher expired in 1996, a Kalakshetra-trained, Malayalee-
speaking non-Brahmin, Girish Kumar Panicker, arrived. Many expatriate and local Indian 
students changed classes to a different teacher, hinting at a caste-split. 	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promotion of culture and the arts, Bharata Natyam became emblematic of Tamil 
culture, partly due to the associations Bharata Natyam had within Tamil Nadu. 
Young Indians are exposed to Bharata Natyam at young ages from kindergartens 
like Sarada Kindergarten to tertiary levels like the Centre for the Arts at the 
National University of Singapore, where Santha Bhaskar teaches. Moreover, 
airtime on national television was allocated for the promotion of the dance. I 
recall watching the thirteen-part Bharata Chudar (1998) produced by V 
Balakrishnun on Mediacorp TV 12 as a child and remember dancing to the local 
Tamil patriotic National Day song “Munneru Valiba” [“Forward O Youth”] for 
the television. 
 
Not only do local Indian girls and women learn Bharata Natyam, they do 
so in an environment where non-Indians too are taught the art as part of a larger 
programme to foster inter-racial understanding (if not integration). Bharata 
Natyam is taught in mainstream schools as part of enrichment classes and co-
curriculum activities (CCA). Introduced by the Ministry of Education, CCA are 
compulsory non-academic related activities that students must enroll in. The 
proliferation of Bharata Natyam being taught at primary and secondary levels is 
indicated in the increasing number of schools that compete in the Indian dance 
categories at the Singapore Youth Festival (SYF). The style of dance is rooted in 
Bharata Natyam and Indian and non-Indians students learn and perform in this 
platform. In this context, Bharata Natyam works as an ethnic marker that allows 
access to non-Indians as well. 
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A third strand of identity politics has been most thoroughly elaborated in 
the writing of Janet O’Shea. Her influential book At Home in the World: Bharata 
Natyam on the Global Stage (2007), accentuates how the revived form becomes an 
identity marker for the transnational community: “Bharata natyam provides 
South Asian communities with a potent symbol of cultural identity because of the 
conjunction that revival-period dancers and promoters established between 
nationality, spirituality, and feminine respectability” (2007: 54). Focusing on the 
diasporic communities based in North America, she explains how Bharata 
Natyam practitioners become transnational interpreters of the form. However, 
given the carefully policed ways in which Bharata Natyam features in Singapore, 
this “little red dot” becomes the backwaters with little contemporary inflections on 
the art. 
 
 Along with scholars like Ananya Chatterjea and Ketu Katrak, O’Shea is 
also sensitive to the types of performances that have evolved with time. It is these 
contemporary interpretations of Bharata Natyam that have most prominently 
situated the art in a global circuit of interactions, and illustrate how processes of 
modernity mark Bharata Natyam. An individual with substantial influence on the 
development of a ‘contemporary Indian dance’ movement was Chandralekha 
(1928-2006). In “Reflections on New Directions in Indian Dance” Chandralekha 
shares a crucial anecdote from her arangetram in 1952 that caused her to think 
about the contradiction in the performance content and social reality. She states: 
“I was dancing ‘Mathura Nagarilo’ depicting the river Yamuna, the water-play of 
sakhis, the sensuality, the luxuriance and abundance of water. Suddenly, I froze, 
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with realization that I was portraying all this profusion of water in the context of a 
draught…Art and life seemed to be in conflict” (2010: 73). Having learnt and 
practiced Bharata Natyam at Madras in the fifties and sixties where both 
Balasaraswati and Rukmini Devi were performing, Chandralekha began to 
develop a practice as a contemporary choreographer. Her radical rejection of the 
classical form in the 1980s offered a response to modernity (Chatterjea 1998: 26). 
Chatterjea argues that by including martial arts like kalarippayattu and chhau, and in 
contorting the bodies at the spine like in Chatterjea’s book cover below, 













Figure 3: Book cover highlighting the way the dancer’s body  
is ordained in Chandralekha’s works. 
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Besides analyzing a starkly different the movement vocabulary, discussions 
on Chandralekha have also addressed her identity politics. In Chatterjea’s words:  
 
Chandralekha's work is built out of a core of resistance: resistance to 
hierarchies of gender, race, caste, class, and state domination, understood 
in global and local terms. This resistance, which also always reads as a re-
creation, marks itself in at least three distinct modes: idiomatically 
(grounded as it is in the bases of traditional dance and movement forms 
which are available to her as an Indian woman), choreographically 
(embodying an exploration of the contemporary relevance of ancient 
concepts of space, time, and self), and thematically (filtering layers of 
inherited notions through her painstakingly theorized political 
consciousness) (1998: 29). 
 
In the image above, there is a heightened state of confrontation that 
Chandralekha appears to have with conventional Bharata Natyam that she was 
trained in. Watching some of her works on DVD recordings familiar 
representations of Shringaara seem to give way to erotically charged performance 
works. 
 
 In a similar vein, British-based choreographer Shobana Jeyasingh’s 
experimentations with Bharata Natyam from 1988 also provide an analytical 
space for dance scholars to understand variations on the form in modern cities 
outside of India. Discussing her works, O’Shea states “that integrating bharata 
natyam’s movement vocabulary into British contemporary dance does not 
displace a fixed tradition as much as it participates in a legacy of continuous 
change” (2007: 67-68). Ketu Katrak’s Contemporary Indian Dance: New Creative 
Choreography in India and the Diaspora (2011), also offers a survey of predominantly 
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North American practitioners’ take on Indian dance.19 In situating contemporary 
dancers in relation to the established practice of Bharata Natyam, scholars appear 
to offer a refracted lineage and continuation for the dance. 
 
 Are there spaces for contemporary interpretations of Bharata Natyam in 
the carefully policed Singapore system? Hardly. For a city-state that boasts 
luxurious theatre spaces including the Esplanade-Theatre on the Bay, there is still 
some rigidity in accepting Bharata Natyam experimentations within the dancing 
community. Annual festivals like Kalaa Utsavam organized by Esplande and SIFAS 
Festival of Indian Classical Dance and Music aim at promoting classical forms including 
Bharata Natyam. The invited artists often include highly regarded Bharata 
Natyam dancers like Priyadarshini Govind, Alarmel Valli and Mythili Prakash. 
Alongside local initiatives by Apsaras Arts and Nrityalaya Aesthetics Society, these 
festivals foreground conventional Bharata Natyam dance recitals. The SYF, which 
once provided platforms for trained dancers to experiment with different styles, is 
now becoming a stifling enterprise where Awards contribute to the school’s 
Sustained Achievement Award (Aesthetics). This not only improves the school’s 
overall rank, but also ensures more funding is given to these schools in order to 
enhance their performing arts programs. With the stakes so high, many dance 
teachers stick closely with conventional styles in order to obtain Gold Awards. 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Katrak offers a similar argument in her 2004 article on “cultural translation”. 
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Stepping into Shringaara 
 Having discussed the three main strands of Anglophone literature on 
Bharata Natyam, I would like to propose the fourth underrepresented area. It is 
that pertaining to Shringaara. Contrary to its space within scholarship, Shringaara is 
central to the practice and performance of Bharata Natyam. I propose that such 
varieties of love found in the cultural contexts do impact the ways in which 
Bharata Natyam dancers, practicing the art in a modern urban context, 
understand love. Hence, Shringaara does not only refer to the highly codified 
representation of love as illustrated in the Natyasastra. These stylizations become 
catalysts for understanding social experiences and affective categories of love, 
loving and being in love. I believe that my sustained investigation into the dance 
form itself, and more significantly my analysis of variations on Shringaara that are 
central to both the production and reception of Bharata Natyam is a potential 
way for a researcher-practitioner to add to the existing literature. 
 
The formative years of learning Bharata Natyam are important in how I 
understand not only my body but also the concepts of love, loving and Shringaara 
and how they are expressed through the body. My training in the art has residues 
of Shringaara and it is one that I had not been aware of until I undertook this 
research project. My body is trained in Bharata Natyam and highly disciplined in 
processes of dance making specific to that discipline. At the same time, my body is 
“as I live it, as I experience it and as it shapes my experience” (Grosz 1994: 86). 
There is a particularity to living in Singapore where concepts of love and its 
affiliated conditions of marriage and parenthood weave into the national narrative 
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through government policies. Therefore my body is both an object when it 
appears onstage as a stimulus, and a subjective corpus that is constantly being 
shaped and reshaped psycho-physiologically due to life experiences.  
 
As such, I hope to embrace my subjective experience as it is shaped by 
both the codified depictions of Shrigaara within the dance form and more everyday 
understandings of love. Dealing with a concept and form that is close to my heart 
and has been part of my being throughout the years, I propose that the personal 
‘voice’ is an important register in discussing the subjective experiences revolving 
around the concept of Shringaara. Dance practitioners, esteemed gurus and scholars 
whom I have met over the years, have necessarily influenced my sensitivity to the 
topic of Shringaara. At the same time, my own emotional development and social 
experiences of love have informed how I perform Shringaara. While this inevitably 
privileges–though is not limited to– a single perspective, relying on my discipline-
specific expertise offers a valid and legitimate inquiry for understanding the 
various performances of Shringaara that are embedded in and through the practice 
of Bharata Natyam. It is from this vantage point that I analyze the different 
strands of love.  
 
In her book Yes, No! Maybe…(2006) Emilyn Claid puts forth that I-
practitioner and the critical Eye-researcher are both equally important positions 
for investigating embodied practices. While her experiences are derived from 
classical ballet training and later contemporary movement idioms, the I/Eye 
researcher gives me traction to better understand the practice of Bharata Natyam. 
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This is especially useful for discussing the dance forms from an informed 
perspective. Because of my Bharata Natyam training, there is a different kind of 
spectating that takes place when watching performances. Therefore, in the 
different chapters I move between discussing the production and reception of 
Bharata Natyam works, draw on different scholarly ideas and understand how the 
different variations of Shringaara sit in relation to them.  
 
 The writings of Susan Melrose have influenced the way I approach this 
research and my practice in Bharata Natyam. Melrose identifies practitioner-
specific modes of knowledge and intelligibility within university-setting academic 
writing and documentation. She understands the theatre experience as an expert 
art-making practice; it is a process and not ‘finished product’ (2007: 8). She argues 
that expert performance making “takes into account the positioning and 
perspectives of an eventual spectating and makes decisions on the basis of that 
definition and that address (2006: 15-16). It requires a high level of competence 
and mastery of a discipline. Many of the practitioners whose works and signatures 
I investigate are expert practitioners. At the same time, I share I a similar 
expertise through my training and continued practice in Bharata Natyam. This 
becomes a discipline-specific mode of watching. As Melrose highlights, it may not 
be possible to understand all the expert decisions that frame the public 
performances. Nonetheless, I rely on my expertise from dance-making as it relates 
to the variations on Shringaara as a mode of thinking and doing this project.  
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Reflecting this expertise-mode of thinking, I constantly revisit the alapadma 
mudra as an attempt to unpack the composite nature of the hand gestures.20,21 The 
gesture evokes love in all its forms; Shringaara. The alapadma mudra is frequently 
used in both formalistic and narrative aspects of Bharata Natyam. In the 
conventional repertoire, it features in portrayals of bhakti or devotion, in different 
aspects of kissing such as in rati or romantic love and vatsalyam or maternal 
affection, and also explores a biologically biased motherhood. While kissing does 
require stylized hand gestures, that sensation of kissing or being kissed does 
influence and inform the way it is performed on stage and has close associations 
with tactility that I will discuss. Moreover, the ways the mudra is used on film 
dances and in contemporary interpretations of the dance form, become indicative 
of how Bharata Natyam is appropriated into differing contexts. In foregrounding 
this refrain, I aim to unpack the conflation of sacred and secular love. 
 
In this thesis, I will examine a variety of Bharata Natyam performances. 
They include live performances, commercially available DVD productions, 
recordings that are made available on social media platforms including YouTube, 
and personal video footage of my own dances. The wide circulation of such dance 
recitals has been made available through technological advancements. While I 
acknowledge that the live performances will have a different theatrical affect, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Alapadma mudra: Allow your palm to face upwards, slowly stretch out the fingers and permit your 
little finger to curl inwards. 
21 Throughout the thesis, I draw on different permutations of the mudras to discuss how the dancer 
conjures specific instances of mythological figures. Pictures of the basic hand gestures are found in 
the appendices should one want to embody the various ideas that I raise.  	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watching dance works on computer screens is somewhat indicative of current 
modes of reception/learning. Some performances can be classified as strictly 
traditional Bharata Natyam while others may not. Although I am looking into the 
specificities of Bharata Natyam, some contemporary performances are also 
important in shaping my perspective on Shringaara.   
 
In this research, I also draw inspirations from Bharata Natyam and 
contemporary dance camps and other forums that I have participated in. Most of 
my findings were initially recorded as journal entries and my own artistic dance 
expressions as a response to the various stimuli. Most importantly, my experiences 
as a Bharata Natyam practitioner underscore some of the discussions on how 
Shringaara is expressed within the dance culture.  
 
Variations on Love in modern Bharata Natyam 
 Within the confines of Bharata Natyam, it is through mythological 
characters and codified movement vocabulary that I am initiated into the concept 
of love. Although there is a grandeur associated with the form and the highly 
formalized works reiterate that impression, the dancer can still undergo a process 
of drawing on her own experiential knowledge to manifest the emotive state 
onstage. There is a bleeding of stylized and quotidian expressions of love in both 
production and reception of the art. Watching and practicing this art in a modern 
urban context like Singapore, I agree that contesting ideas of sacred-secular, 
authenticity-innovation, and alienation-progress contextualize the grandeur 
associated with the ostensibly traditional dance. However, as I will showcase 
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through the various chapters from the vantage point of Shringaara, these 
dichotomies become the very operative tools for the art. Bharata Natyam is 
modern insofar as it is a modern reinvention of sadir to suit the national agenda of 
post-independence India. Simultaneously, the practice is also modern in the way it 
is circulated and conventionalized in current contemporary times. 
 
In each of my five core chapters, I explore one performance of love that is 
found in the practice of modern Bharata Natyam. In Chapter One, I identify 
Krishna as the exemplar of Shringaara in Bharata Natyam. Recurring within 
Hindu religious thought and Indian mythology, depictions of Krishna in dance, I 
propose that ‘Krishna’ becomes a partner with whom the young dancer ‘grows 
up’ with. Then drawing on the signature practices of Priyadarshini Govind and 
Balasaraswati, I identify how expressions of rati and vatsalyam as they relate to 
Krishna service bhakti. Focusing on Umesh Shetty’s interpretation of rati I 
introduce a tactility of love in relation to the solo form. 
 
 Drawing on my experience as a Bharata Natyam practitioner in Chapter 
Two, I propose that Shringaara is also recognizable in the guru-sishya (master-
disciple) pedagogy of the form. This guru-sishya relationship is predicated on a 
unique kind of “love” that goes beyond the transmission of embodied knowledge. 
Due to the specificity of my argument, I will be addressing this perspective based 
on the relationship with my transgendered guru Panicker and pry open how the 
learning of a “sacred dance” is a complex entity in its own right. I propose 
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reassessing pre-established categories of love to better comprehend this delicate 
guru-sishya relationship.  
 
 In Chapter Three, I focus on varieties of vatsalyam or maternal affection. 
The increasing inclusion of vatsalyam within the Bharata Natyam repertoire also 
suggests a pedagogical chronology of Shringaara that parallels the emotional 
development of the student. I suggest that positive aspects of aging including 
maturity and experiences become the enabling ‘material’ that create the very 
work of vatsalyam. Closely analyzing Priyadarshini Govind’s dance recital of a 
mother losing her son in battle, I discuss how death and ruptures in material 
bonds encourage a quotidian and socio-culturally specific mode of reception.  
 
In the final two chapters, I focus on examples that extend established 
Bharata Natyam conventions to argue for the evolving nature of Shringaara beyond 
the live, solo dancer’s body. In Chapter Four, I look at the politics of love are 
framed and circulated in Tamil cinema. I then test the limits of portraying 
Shringaara in its strictly codified form by investigating actor-dancer Shobana 
Chandrakumar’s intermedial production Maya Ravan, which straddles the 
conventionally high-art Bharata Natyam and Indian popular culture. Circulated 
on DVD for mass consumption, I propose that such an appropriation refashions 
an informed audience’s perceptions of Shringaara and its associations with tactility 
on screen. 
 
	   55 
 In the last chapter I analyze London-based choreographer Shobana 
Jeyasingh’s Faultline (2008) and suggest that the iterative movement vocabulary, 
aggressive partner work and brief moments of connection resonate with a current 
urban understanding of love. Within this urban context, Shringaara seems to be 
dissipated in both the dance interpretations of the revered form and within daily 
life. I propose that Shringaara transits from being a representation of transcendental 
devotion to an expression of immanent, urban love. Stepping into Shringaara, I 
understand how variations on love are shaped by and through Bharata Natyam, 
social experiences of love and perceptions on it.  
 
 In the conclusion I reiterate the larger interpretive and theoretical 
frameworks of this thesis and explore a means for continued research in this area 
of Shringaara. 
 
How are you?  
I tuck my palms at the waist and stand with my feet together.  
 
Thalangu Thakathiku Thakkathatheeng Ginathom… 
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CHAPTER ONE  
MANIFESTING KRISHNA: VARIATIONS ON LOVE 
 
Interpreting Shringaara in Bharata Natyam 
All fingers initially touch each other to resemble a closed bud, and hands 
are held at chest level with the elbows parallel to the ground. Fingers later 
outstretch to create the alapadma mudra thus denoting a blooming flower. This is 
accompanied by the straightening out of the arms. The limb movement suggests 
devotion, one aspect of love. Physical motion of the body is kept to a minimum 
and a few quick steps forward signal the direction of the love object. The object of 
admiration or love is most often a Hindu deity or Indian mythological character. 
Large salutations and the bending of the upper torso indicate submission towards 
the divine being.  
 
This is the conventional depiction of bhakti or devotional love, an 
important variation on Shringaara that is commonplace to the practice and 
performance of Bharata Natyam. In its modern practice in urban centers, where 
audience members who may not be trained in the art form also attend Bharata 
Natyam performances, one is accustomed to such a manifestation of love steeped 
with religiosity. To a large extent, the Hindu religious and Indian mythological 
content dictates the kind and intensity of love that is depicted. The mythological 
narratives manifest in Bharata Natyam often echo Reddy’s exploration of shringara 
bhakti as a “spiritualized love-lust” (2012: 225). The demi-gods characters are 
usually portrayed as being in a romantic relationship, and witnessing their union is 
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intended to heighten a spiritual arousal for dancer and audience members alike. 
Moreover, the presentational quality of the stylized movement vocabulary such as 
salutations and prostrating resembles Hindu cultural-religious actions. While the 
Natyasastra does not conflate bhakti with Shringaara, there tends to be a preference to 
do so within the practice. Still, I propose, bhakti follows the broadest sense of the 
word “love”, as translated by Rangacharya (1999: 54). 
 
Scholars discussing the bhakti aspects of Shringaara also cite revivalists like 
Rukmini Devi Arundale and E Krishna Iyer as playing an influential role in 
shaping the representations of love. In At Home in the World (2007), Janet O’Shea 
charts the choreographic changes that Bharata Natyam underwent during the 
1940s and 50s. Referencing the transformation of love she writes: 
 
The accompanying emphasis that Rukmini Devi gave to religion and 
spirituality outside sringara bhakti idioms increased the legitimacy of 
bharata natyam and accelerated the revival. Her dance dramas 
emphasized the exploits of gods and mythological heroes, shifting religious 
aesthetics from individual expression to a narrative encounter. She also 
initiated changes in stage practice by placing icons of gods onstage and 
offering an obeisance to the stage and the nattuvanar, thus in Anne-Marie 
Gaston’s terms, “reritualizing” bharata natyam (1992: 156-57). Rukmini 
Devi bolstered the gains of the revival by distancing the dance form’s 
devotional expression from the intricacies of sringara bhakti to a more 
straightforward celebration of gods and heroes, representing the dance 
form’s religiosity in a potentially more respectable way (46-47). 
 
The kinds of dance works that I learnt in the Kalakshetra style Bharata Natyam at 
Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society (SIFAS) bear out O’Shea’s statement. From 
padams like Theruvil Varaano to longer varnams including Chalameh and to the nritta-
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oriented Paras thillana, most of the dance works that are taught, practiced and 
performed entail bhakti Shringaara as the main manifestation of love.  
 
The associations between bhakti and Bharata Natyam are reinforced with 
each conventional performance. The performance content itself borrows heavily 
from Hindu mythological stories and religious narratives. The Carnatic music that 
accompanies Bharata Natyam resembles the devotional songs that one sings at 
temples. Replicating many of the temple deities that one sees, the codified mudras 
enable the solo dancer to manifest the Gods in a recognizable manner onstage. 
Furthermore, prior to the recital, the dancer sanctifies the performance space by 
beginning with the namaskaram. In this sanctified space, where the scent of flowers 
and incense sticks (health and safety regulations permitting) provide an olfactory 
sense of familiarity with Hindu shrines, renditions of carnal love may be deemed 
inappropriate. From a pedagogical perspective, it is easier to teach young students 
such highly stylized vocabulary signifying devotion, rather than romance. Bhakti is 
mostly intertwined with the everyday prayers that many Hindu students would 
undergo and therefore, it is possible for teachers to rely on the students’ limited 
but useable experiences. 
 
While aspects of bhakti are widely performed, in performance aesthetics 
Shringaara is not limited to devotional love alone. Ghosh (1950: 107) and Sheldon 
Pollock’s (2010: 253) interpretations of the Natyasastra highlight a carnal 
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interpretation of love when they refer to it as “erotic”.22 Indian philosopher 
Abhinavagupta, in his commentary on the Natyasastra, formally introduces two 
other categorizations of love: rati (romance) and vatsalyam (maternal affection). 
Although not performed as widely as bhakti dance works, these types of love 
relationships do feature in the conventional Bharata Natyam repertoire. In 
discussing the nuances of Shringaara abhinaya, connoisseur of Bharata Natyam 
Kalanidhi Narayanan explains that rati, vatsalyam and bhakti, are all integral aspects 
of Shringaara (1994). She further highlights that rati Shringaara may be categorized 
as Sambhoga, when the lovers are together and Vipralamba, when the lovers are 
separated. 
 
Bharata Natyam students are taught stylized depictions to conjure these 
various manifestations of Shringaara. For instance, to depict the female character in 
love, the dancer drops her neck towards the floor with small side-to-side neck 
movements called attami. She lowers her gaze while doing so. A small smile 
accentuates these movements. Within the codified Bharata Natyam convention, 
there is a close association between representations of a demure female, her 
shyness and being in love. Two katakamukaha mudras, where the index and middle 
fingers touch the thumb with the ring and little fingers outstretched, move in 
alternating directions. This is usually accompanied by the right toes tracing small 
semi-circles on the spot. Switching between both male and female characters, and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 In "Bouquet of rasa" & "River of Rasa", Sheldon Pollock translates Bhanudatta’s poetry (15th 
century poet) on the dynamics of a hero-heroine relationship and on how the various bhavas come 
together to create Shringaara rasa within performance. Although the translation is “erotic” given the 
spiritual dimension the art content derives from, it should be understood as shringarabhakti. This is 
closely associated with the ways in which romance is conjured through the mythological characters 
in the practice of Bharata Natyam. 
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by conjuring other incidents, the dancer suggests Sambhoga or Vipralambha 
Shringaara conditions. Cradling a child is depicted by placing two upwards-facing 
sarpasirsham slightly away from the chest. Tucking in the left arm in a downward 
angle and using the right third-katakamukaha and wrist to draw a semi-circle from 
the left bosom to the left elbow becomes indicative of breastfeeding the child. 
 
While depictions of romance may be conjured, there is a critical distance 
that the dancer must maintain, primarily due to the religious content: she is 
singing the praise of a mythological couple in love. Even in cuddling a child, it is 
often a demi-God and hence the presentational quality must still conjure some 
amount of reverence. Therefore, in its movement vocabulary and narrative 
content, the Bharata Natyam form dictates devotional love as the primary 
manifestation of Shringaara. 
 
For scholars and practitioners alike, it is then difficult to evade the socio-
religious dimensions attached to the manifestations of these Gods through the 
codes and conventions of dance. Each conventional Bharata Natyam performance 
seems to reiterate such a continuum from mudra to bhakti. 
 
As I have explored in the Introduction chapter, often times, the 
conventional representations of the longing female characters in the Bharata 
Natyam repertoire is subject to a feminist critique. The movement vocabulary 
that are often given a tandava or masculine or lasya or gentler feminine form to 
differentiate between mythological characters and the ways in which the costume 
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(in particular) mark the female body are some criticisms of the form relative to the 
socio-economic climate of India.23 Given the status of women in that context, the 
tilted gaze and raised chins when indicating the sexual union between 
mythological lovers—although representative of bhakti—resonates with patriarchal 
modes of domination. Moreover, the classifications and descriptors of jeevatma-
Paramathma as devotee-deity or female-male, ascribe a hierarchy based on gender. 
While such a feminist reading may hold true, other scholars like sociologist Uma 
Chakravarti argue for the practice of bhakti as an empowering tool. She suggests 
that in treating the male demi-god lover as a confidant and partner, and not one 
of authoritarian power Chakravarti proposes an egalitarian view of bhakti (O’Shea 
2007: 192). In Bharata Natyam, the metaphor of sexual union or a heterosexual 
romantic relationship that bhakti indicates, empowers the dancer as she shifts 
between the genders to manifest the characters.  
 
Given the importance of bhakti to the performance context, the Bharata 
Natyam dancer and audience alike may relate to the characters within the 
narratives as divine, mythological and aesthetic all at once. This is especially 
pronounced in manifestations of Krishna. Who or what is Krishna and how does 
this figure evoke the concept of Shringaara that is so central to the artform? To 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Tandava aspects of dance reference the male cosmic energy and are characterized in jumps and 
kicks. Lasya on the other hand, are gentle and graceful movements emphasizing the feminine. 
Although tandava and lasya are generally translated as masculine and feminine respectively, it 
should not be used to differentiate between the gender of mythological characters. Instead they 
should be understood as the movement quality that reflects the mood of the characters. For 
example, assuming all female characters should be manifest through lasya movements is not 
accurate insofar as it related to the goddess Kali.  
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what extent can he weave through the three significant variations on love as they 
feature within Bharata Natyam? 
 
Krishna as Exemplar of Shringaara  
In my father’s house, there is a greyish blue Papier-mâché figurine, with a 
wooden flute in hand and a brightly painted peacock feather in the hair. My 
parents had purchased this Krishna statue from Guruvayur in India while on their 
honeymoon. It is elevated on the mini-fountain that is cuddled in the corner of the 
hall. Looking at photographs from my growing up years, I noticed how I always 
loved to stand next to that serene figure of Krishna—touching and sometimes 
hugging the statue. There is also another Krishna artifact mounted on the wall. It 
was my husband’s gift to me while we were dating. We often turn on this backlit 
image to create a warm ambience for the house. I have never prostrated before 
either supposed images of God. 
 
The figure of Krishna is a complicated one that is both culturally specific 
and is valued in various different ways within individual cultures. More than the 
other Gods featured in the dance repertoire, it is Krishna whose appearance cuts 
across religion, popular culture, and aspects of everyday living. For those 
unfamiliar with the Hindu context, Krishna would remain fiction. On the other 
hand, a staunch Hindu who worships Krishna in anticipation of divine 
intervention or to attain eternal bliss after death would argue that the figure is 
God, and that his life stories are to be looked upon with much reverence. 
However, others from the same culture may not look beyond the flirtatious 
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characteristics specific to adolescent Krishna, and dismiss the figure as a product 
of the fertile imagination of Sanskrit poets like Jayadeva. In South Indian popular 
culture, Krishna is often cited in songs to amplify the status of the hero as a 
playboy, or to allude to his dark features. Such parallels do not necessarily taint 
the figure but instead elevate the lead actor as one who is well loved.24  
 
As a Bharata Natyam practitioner, I share an intimate and embodied 
relationship with the figure of Krishna through both the dance form and my 
everyday life. There is a sense of familiarity that is established through the mudras 
and accompanying movements. There is a medium-specific tangible ability to 
physicalize Krishna through the codes and conventions of Bharata Natyam. 
Stepping into the swastika posture where left toes cross over the right foot and 
holding two interlocking mrigashrisha mudras, a dancer “becomes” Krishna. Given 
the embodied nature of the dance, Krishna can only be ‘real’ in the stage world 
each time a dancer physically re-presents him through her body using the codes 
and conventions of Bharata Natyam. The Bharata Natyam community of 
practitioners and audience members alike recognizes that image as Krishna. To a 
certain degree then, the figure of Krishna is somewhat dependent on the dancer’s 
physique. Understanding how her body as a medium can conjure mythological 
characters and her interpretation of the poetry and mythological texts also shapes 
how Krishna is manifest.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 In the popular Tamil song Dheemthanakka Thillana from Villu (2009), lyricist Snehan elevates the 
status of the hero when he proclaims that he is the elder brother of Krishna and the king of lilas. 
There are however instances where the word ‘Krishna’ is replaced when the song sequence on film 
is set in a brothel like in Pa. Vijay’s Thachuko Thachuko from Ponniyin Selvan (2005). Thus, there is 
care not to blasphemise the God. 
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Simultaneously enjoying Tamil songs with Krishna inter-texts and 
Western ideas of mysticism attached to love, my associations with the figure are a 
part of my living culture that is not limited to religious observance. My pre-teen 
years of infatuations and secret crushes at school do meet the formative years of 
training in Bharata Natyam at a crossroad of sorts. The human-like quality of 
Krishna allows one to draw parallels to real life. There are tangentially similar 
episodes, such as getting dressed before meeting up with a lover, that invite the 
dancer to re-visit her personal experiences as well. Even when the devotional 
strand of Shringaara is dominant, it is still possible for small doses of personal and 
social ideas of love to inform and influence my practice of Bharata Natyam. 
 
The figure of Krishna is also important for my study as he moves across 
many varieties of Shringaara including romantic love, motherly affection, friendship 
and devotion. Bharata Natyam narratives showcase Krishna as a playful and 
lovable child when he steals buttermilk from the gopis or milkmaids with the help 
of his friends such as in Periasami Thooran’s thottu thottu pesa varan set to behag ragam 
and adhi talam. Even when the gopis chide him, it is still done with some adoration. 
Since the Hindu mythological stories themselves ascribe a certain God-like status 
to Krishna, dance works also adapt to them. Little Krishna defeating Kalinga, the 
five-headed serpent, or killing Poothana the demoness allows some amount of 
awe, veneration and bhakthi for this demi-god. Krishna is also featured with his 
mother Yashoda, and vatsalyam is portrayed. This is especially prominent in 
Paapanaasam Sivan’s enna thavam seithanai Yeshoda. As the student matures, 
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Krishna’s birthmother Devagi pining for the son is another shade of vatsalyam that 
is portrayed. 25 Krishna’s friendship Kuchela from the Mahabharata epic highlights 
a different take on Shringaara. Most importantly, the romance between, and 
temporary separation of, adolescent Krishna and Radha remains an important 
relationship that is constantly performed through varnam, padam, javali and 
ashtapathi.  
 
This close associations between Krishna and Shringaara can be tracked to 
the vast amount of materials that are available in literary works like Mahabharatha 
and Ramayana, and mythological parables including the sacred Bagavad Gita, that 
reflect a religious sentimentality. The inclusion of these words into the Bharata 
Natyam repertoire, may then explain the prominence of bhakti as the dominant 
strand of Shringaara. Although the Rasa Lila features Krishna and his female friends 
in movement and is more common in Manipuri dance forms, it is increasingly 
being included in Bharata Natyam dance dramas. Furthermore, the connection 
between Shringaara and Krishna also finds its roots in the Natyasastra. According to 
Bharata Muni, each of the eight Rasas has a specific colour and a presiding deity, 
hence reiterating the religious sensibility. Ascribed the colour green, Lord Vishnu 
is the principal deity for Shringaara. In mainstream Hinduism, Krishna is 
celebrated as the eighth incarnation of Vishnu. Therefore, Krishna-Vishnu 
appears to have some ownership of Shringaara. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 I will explore vatsalyam in greater detail in Chapter Three; Embracing Vatsalyam: Variations on 
Maternal Love. 
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For these various reasons, I propose that within the practice of Bharata 
Natyam, Krishna is an exemplar of Shringaara. Performances on Krishna then 
become the backbone for the dance. The figure of Krishna exists within the 
Hindu imaginary and is also circulated as a cultural commodity. The differing 
physical attributes of Krishna found in paintings and sculptures from various 
states of India indicate versatility in the concretization of the figure. Like 
characters of fiction conjured onstage by a skilled actor, Krishna becomes 
actualized through art—paintings, sculptures and dance. Each manifestation is 
then a single interpretation of Krishna.  
 
Although there are stylized mudras to depict the figure, the dancer must be 
sensitive to the fact that ‘Krishna’ serves as a repository of many overlapping 
meanings. Holding the mudras to denote Lover Krishna not only re-presents the 
character onstage but also evokes the presence of others like his lover Radha, the 
nayika or heroine, and her gopi or milkmaid friends, the sakhis. It is hence difficult 
to do away with these characters when one dwells on the adolescent Krishna 
within the context of Bharata Natyam.  
 
Krishna, in and of itself, is a complex figure. Featuring heavily in the 
Bharata Natyam repertoire, religious iconography, popular culture and visual arts, 
Krishna offers codified and fractured representations of love. His associations with 
notions of love, that are part of everyday social life such as in popular culture, 
further complicate an analysis on him. Many a times, teachers and students alike 
rely on their everyday experiences to understand the love relationship between 
	   67 
Radha-Krishna. While the training in Bharata Natyam has shaped my dancing 
body’s reconstitution of Krishna, my lived experiences have also altered my 
thinking about Krishna, the love that he represents, and the way I relate to these 
concepts.  
 
The formative years of training, expert spectatorship and performing are 
three aspects that allow me to better understand the figure of Krishna as he relates 
to Shringaara. In this chapter, I chart how Krishna features across these three 
aspects of Bharata Natyam.  
 
I firstly explore how learning Krishna-themed dance works initiates the 
young child into the aesthetic expressions of Shringaara. Drawing on my 
experiences as a practitioner, I argue that this figure of Krishna becomes a 
framework for teaching students about Shringaara through the heroine archetypes. 
In the learning context, Krishna becomes an imagined dance partner. Secondly, 
as an expert spectator, I closely analyze two performances on Krishna—
Priyadarshini Govind’s Rusli Radha and Balasaraswati’s Krishna Ni and illustrate 
how rati and vatsalyam service bhakti. Analyzing Temple of Fine Arts (ToFA) Kuala 
Lumpur (KL)’s Madhura Manohara, I argue for haptic sensations in the solo dance 
form. These three ‘Krishnas’ then allow one to evaluate notions of sacred and 
secular kinds of love associated with the figure. In the final section of the chapter, 
I visit my performances of Krishna informed by these ideas.26  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 In this chapter and throughout this thesis, I have flagged the prominence of the Krishna 
repertoire in Bharata Natyam. However, in Tamil language (widely spoken Indian language in 
	   68 
Learning to Love Krishna: Varieties of Shringaara in Bharata Natyam 
I propose that during the learning of Bharata Natyam, the figure of 
Krishna operates as a mediating character that allows students to comprehend the 
various performances on Shringaara. Krishna remains central in the Shringaara-
based dance works that keep pace with the emotional maturing of the student. In 
learning the various Krishna items or dance works that allude to the figure, young 
students begin synthesizing the three-fold Shringaara that Kalanidhi Narayanan 
discusses— bhakti, rati and vatsalyam.  
 
For a young child, initiation into Shringaara is a learning experience 
completely different from the ongoing training in the formalistic aspects of 
Bharata Natyam. It is in the learning of a shabdam where the rhythmic and 
abhinaya sequences are interspersed that a child learns to depict the pantomimic 
expressions of Shringaara. The shabdam is the first abhinaya-based piece where a child 
sequences codified mudras and accompanying movements to create a visualization 
of the sung words. It is here that a young student, of about eight or nine years of 
age, explores how mudras can conjure the mythological world within the 
performance space. Ayer Sheriyar shabdam that is part of the SIFAS syllabus is the 
first expressions-based dance work that I learnt as a child. It is also in this piece 
that, like many students of Bharata Natyam, I was introduced to the figure of 
Krishna. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Tamil Nadu, India) sringara bhakti pieces it is Lord Murugan that features heavily. My choice of 
Krishna, however, enables me to also include Telugu language (widely spoken Indian language in 
Andhra Pradesh, India) dance works like javalis and padams that provide a wider canvas of romantic 
love. I will explore these in the next section. 
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 Ayer Sheriyar shabdam is structured in praise of the demi-god Krishna. His 
physical appearance and stories of his interaction with the gopis is central to this 
shabdam. Each stanza describing unique aspects of Krishna such as his tresses or 
his finesse in playing the flute is separated by short rhythmic jatis.27 Young 
children like myself learning this shabdam apply mudras of tame animals including 
peacocks and calves amidst natural settings like beautiful parks and riverbanks to 
tell the story. Students also practise and appropriate various gaits, jumps, fluid and 
staccato actions and neck movements. Compared to the repetitive percussive 
footwork and formalistic movements, the shabdam enables students to create the 
visual poetry through the stylized movement lexicon. 
 
The two broad strands of expressive modes common in most Bharata 
Natyam dance units are also introduced within the shadbam structure. For the 
young child learning Ayer Sheriyar, insofar as they conjure incidents surrounding 
Krishna, that figure functions as a “partner” and pedagogical tool who teaches 
them pratapa abhinaya or transliteration of the poetry lines, and short sancharis or 
elaborations of a single idea. In pratapa abhinaya young children depict individual 
mudras for each word, thus creating a visual transposition of the sung words. The 
slow tempo of the shabdam enables her to execute movements as accurately as 
possible. This is the case for most parts of the song. Often presented in a 
straightforward manner, the sancharis expand on a single idea found in the same 
lyrics.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 There are other shabdams depicting Shiva, Parvati and Murugan. 
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Below is an example of pratapa abhinaya featuring in the opening lines of 
Ayer Sheriyar: Each word in the poem is manifest by the young student using the 
careful arrangement of mudras and limited limb movements. By doing so, the 
student sets up an exposition for the poetry: the narrative content and the 
characters involved. This then provides the framework for expanding on certain 
episodes involving the mythological characters as part of the sanchari.  
Lyrics in Tamil Dancer’s pratapa abhinaya that provide an 
interpretation of the Tamil poetry 
Ayer Sheriyar Arindhidaamalum   













annai thanthaiyar therinthidamalum 










 neyar gopiyar nenjam kavarthida  





In order to establish the setting, the dancer 
conjures a cowherd by holding the left 
simhamukaha and moving the right wrist and suchi 
[ayer]. With two downward facing sarpasirsha and 
the arms extended in front, in a cupping motion 
that brings the arms to nattyarambam, she 
indicates people [sheriyar]. 
To denote not knowing how, referencing the 
clever way in which Krishna captivates them  
[arindhidaamalum], she places two inward facing 
pralambam at chest level before twisting the wrist 
outwards. 
 
Both the mother [annai] with the right alapadmam 
at the navel while the left downward facing 
sarpasirsha is extended at natyarambam position, 
and father [thanthaiyar] with the right shikaram 
placed at chest level but away from the body, did 
not know how either. The katakamukaha points 
towards the chest [therinthi] and with a step 
forward, she signals “no” with arms extended in 
front [damalum]. 
 
Indicating that the milkmaids are Krishna’s 
friends, she presents kilakau the mudra for 
friendship [neyar] next to the depiction of gopis 
with the left alapadma on their heads denoting the 
milk pot and sashaying with the right dola 
[gopiyar]. Illustrating that he had stolen their 
hearts, the dancer places the katakamukaha at her 
chest [nenjam] and taking a step to the side, the 







mayavan kuzhal oothuraan 
[“When Krishna plays the flute”] 
dancer appears to pluck at something using the 
extended right kapittam and bringing it back to 
the left upward facing pataka [kavarthida]. 
 
This is the first instance, where Krishna himself 
is conjured. Using the kartharikukaha slightly away 
from chest level, walking forward with side-to-
side eye movements the dancer depicts the 
mischief he is up to [mayavan]. Finally, in swastika 
posture, the dancer manifests Krishna playing 
the flute [kuzhal oothuraan]. 
 
 Picking up the idea of Krishna and mischief, the sanchari foregrounds a 
widely recognized episode from Krishna’s childhood where he steals buttermilk 
from other gopi’s houses. Here, the young dancer depicts the churning of 
buttermilk and later manifests how Krishna, a small boy, jumps to steal the pot of 
buttermilk from a raised ledge.   
 
Bearing in mind the child’s age and emotional development, Shringaara is 
not emphasized as the main context of the shabdam. My own memory of learning 
Ayer Sheriyar on the mischievous nature of Lord Krishna is fragmented. Social 
expressions of love and loving are not present in these works. I vividly recall the 
sensation of my teacher bending, twisting and connecting my inflexible fingers in 
various permutations to get the mudras correct. It is especially important to 
accurately create the mudras to denote the flute that Krishna plays and the peacock 
feather with which he adorns his hair. Each character in Hindu mythology and 
religion is associated with a different religious sentiment like righteousness and 
adhering to one’s duty or dharma. Collectively, these characters determine the 
overall narrative, which feeds into a larger Hindu worldview. The continuum 
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from mudra to morality is carefully policed by institutional practices and social 
expectations. As such, teachers ensure that the mudras are depicted accurately and 
prevent deviating from these established modes of communication.  
 
Like many modern Bharata Natyam students, my interaction and engagement 
with Krishna continued throughout the learning process. By the age of fourteen, 
students progressively learn socially acceptable ways of conjuring romantic love. 
In the classroom setting, romantic love is not taught as content in and of itself. 
Rather, it is by learning and performing dance works where archetype female 
characters in love with Krishna. Discussing the conventions for performing 
romantic varieties of Shringaara, Gaston writes “The situations and emotions that 
are portrayed use the convention of eight idealized heroes and heroines (nayaka-
nayika)” (1996: 88). In the SIFAS curriculum modeled after Kalakshetra Bharata 
Natyam, students must learn about the ashta nayika or the eight heroine types as 
part of Shringaara rasa. It is also listed as the Nayika bedha within the Natyasastra.  
 
These English translations below are adapted from Gaston and my own 
understanding of the terms as discussed in Bharata Natyam classes. The ashta 
nayika are as follows: 
• Vasakasajja Nayika: one who arranges everything for receiving her beloved 
• Virahotkanthita Nayika: one who longs and pines for him 
• Svadhinapatika Nayika: one who is joyous after the union with her lover 
• Kalahantarita Nayika: one who is estranged because of jealousy 
• Khandita Nayika: one who is enraged with her lover 
• Vipralabdha Nayika: one who is upset as her lover has not been true to his 
word 
• Proshitapatika Nayika: one in an extreme state of longing for a sojourning 
husband 
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• Abhisarika Nayika: one who ventures forth (against social conventions) 
because she cannot wait for her beloved to arrive 
 
Dance works like padam, javali and ashtapati, become ways of applying the 
different nayikas. Often times, it is adolescent Krishna that features as the central 
character. Drawing on my experiences of learning, I suggest that Krishna 
becomes an imagined dance partner for the dancer.28 Throughout the different 
narratives that are taught to young children, the figure of Krishna allows the 
dance student to understand the various love intensities and variations that are 
appropriate for each nayika. In doing so, the young dancer begins to understand 
how Shringaara is conceived and performed in Bharata Natya.  
 
Insofar as the young students understand the poetry and embody the 
complementing nayika, they begin to conjure something particular to rati 
Shringaara. In most of these renditions where romantic love is featured, it is the 
Radha-Krishna relationship that is foregrounded. To a large extent, the aspect of 
divinity attached to this pair enables a respectable depiction of love that can also 
conform with bhakti. Moreover, Krishna’s wayward ways then allow Radha, and 
the dancer, to experience various intensities of love and react to them differently. 
In each dance work, a different ashta nayika is introduced. Embodying the 
characteristics of the nayika in each episode, the young dancer slowly begins to 
understand some of the socially sanctioned responses to romantic love. For 
example, raising eyebrows and tilting the chin upwards offer a confrontational 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 In Chapter Three, I explore how the inclusion of vatsalyam allows the dancer to mature as a 
nayika. 
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episode with Krishna that becomes acceptable if the heroine is Khandita Nayika. 
There is a certain morality embedded in the different situations. Through these 
ashta nayika, students can understand varieties within romantic love.   
 
There are often elaborations of Vishnu when these nayikas address their 
lover. I am not proposing that Krishna and Vishnu are always interchangeable. 
However, in relation to Shringaara and the varieties of romantic love, I suggest that 
Krishna is the most exciting incarnation of Vishnu. Out of the ten avatars, Rama 
and Krishna are not only the most popular but also have close associations with 
ideas of love within the Hindu-Indian community. The Radha-Krishna and Sita-
Rama pairs however conjure different variations on love where the latter is 
celebrated because of the unwavering love they have for each other. Radha-
Krishna on the other hand, presents a much wider range of love varieties. Krishna 
in many culturally circulated ideas like the Rasa Lila is a player. The notion of 
playing around is also more central to Krishna than to Rama. For this reason, 
Krishna offers better gradation for understanding the varieties of Shringaara. 
  
Two Telugu language javali poems composed by Dharmapuri Subbarayar 
illustrate how nayikas offer differing sentiments with regards to their romantic 
relationship with Krishna. In Vani Pondu set to kanada ragam and rupaka talam, the 
heroine tells her beloved friend to stop persuading her about Krishna when she 
puts out her right pathaka and shakes her head and wrist as a visual translation for 
the lines “calu vaddane” [“very dissuasive”]. This damsel has had enough of 
Krishna’s wayward ways and explains that her anger was sparked when he turned 
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down friend who had brought a letter from her: “temma ninne dhani pommani 
balkina” [“having travelled so far to bring him back, he tells her to leave”] 
Subbarayar expresses.  
 
As a contrast to this angered Khandita Nayika, through “Era Rara” 
Subbarayar offers an unabashed erotic composition in kamas raagam and adhi talam. 
Here the heroine invites the lover, depicted as Vishnu, to embrace her, explaining 
that she has been struck by the cupid Manmadan’s arrows of love as illustrated in 
the line “ceyideda ee marubariki talaga lera”. Although this is a rendition contrary 
to accepted norms where the female initiates a union tends towards an Abhisarika 
Nayika, in Rukmini Devi’s choreography the heroine is depicted as a young and 
inexperienced lover, or muktha heroine, who calls out to the Lord. Thus, this dance 
piece is not presented in an erotic manner (although it is possible to do so) but 
tends to be a fun rendition for many young students.  
 
The eight nayikas play a crucial role in teaching students socially accepted 
love behaviours within the context of Bharata Natyam. During the initial phases, 
the young and inexperienced heroine or Vasakasajja Nayika who is constantly 
dressing to receive her lover is conjured. To a large extent, these depictions 
appear easier to teach given their young age of about ten. As the child develops 
emotionally, the moping Vipralabdha Nayika who has been wronged by her lover, 
tends to feature more. 
 
	   76 
Varieties of socially inappropriate romantic love are also present in 
Bharata Natyam. Village gossipmongers describing how the ostracized Abhisarika 
Nayika leaves at night to meet her lover in Kshetrayya’s Choodareh padam, has a 
titillating quality when performed. In the javali, Samayamide rara, the heroine invites 
her lover into her house, immediately after her husband has left for a sojourn. 
This potentially adulterous relationship, however shifts towards being a divine 
union because the lover is Vishnu.29 
 
Within the Bharata Natyam repertoire, there are also instances where the 
repentant Krishna pleads with Radha. Here students observe the demi-god 
reciprocate Radha’s love. This is visible in both Rukmini Devi’s choreography 
and within Jeyadeva’s Charusheele composed to mukhari raagam and jhampa talam. In 
this piece from the Gita Govindam, Krishna seeks Radha’s forgiveness after realizing 
it has been his sojourn that has angered her. Likening himself to the chakora bird 
and Rada’s radiant face to the full moon, he asks Radha to speak to him and 
provide him with comfort. Perhaps the epitome of Krishna taking responsibility 
for his actions is made obvious onstage, when the dancer indicates that he is 
willing to place Radha’s lotus-like feet on his head.  
 
Given the multiple Krishnas from varying age groups that feature in the 
Bharata Natyam repertoire, for many modern dancers Krishna too matures with 
them throughout their learning. From the shabdam where jumps and gaits depict 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 It is only in the Telugu language poems that overt expressions of love enticement and love-
making feature. This is not widely recognizable in Tamil language padams that, in keeping with the 
Tamil bhakti movement, use love relationships as a metaphor for divine union. 
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young Krishna with his friends or amidst the peacocks and cows that sway to his 
melodious flute, to padams and javalis where Krishna is seen teasing the gopis or 
tries to appease Radha, this artistic figure appears to grow alongside the Bharata 
Natyam dancer. The young student gradually moves towards conjuring settings 
like a garden in the evening that recur in the Bharata Natyam repertoire as an 
ideal set-up to evoke love between the characters. With Krishna as the central 
protagonist in most dance works, the student begins exploring the intimate love 
encounters between Radha and Krishna through the sanchari. Insofar as the 
dancer recognizes the varying intensities of love required from each type of nayika, 
the heroines and their relationship to Lover Krishna provides a framework for 
understanding Shringaara. Moving between these characters, then allows dancers 
to arouse a unique variation on love. 
 
Dancing across the Sacred and Secular 
In the previous section I highlighted the ashta nayika convention that allow 
students to understand different varieties of romantic love. How is that translated 
and identified in performance? From the vantage point of being a practitioner, I 
investigate how three performers conjure variations on Shringaara in relation to the 
figure of Krishna. Priyadarshini Govind’s Rusli Radha and Balasaraswathi’s Krishna 
Ni Begane Baro foreground how rati and vatsalyam renditions that still conform to 
bhakti. In showcasing the devotional aspect of Shringaara as it relates to Krishna, 
these conventional performances become indicative of a sacred quality associated 
with the demi-god figure. By comparison, the contemporary interpretation of 
Bharata Natyam in Umesh Shetty’s Madhura Manohara allows one to think of 
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Krishna as an emblematic force of love as it features within everyday social 
experiences and heightens the quotidian ideas of tactility and love. Through these 
three performances, I argue that the figure of Krishna enables the modern 
Bharata Natyam dancer to move between sacred and secular representations of 
Shringaara.  
 
Rati as bhakti Shringaara: Priyadarshini Govind’s Rusli Radha 
Rusli Radha is a Marati language poem penned by Ranganeshwar. It is 
composed to misra yemen ragam and adhi talam. Radha is angry [rusli Radha] as she 
sees Krishna in the merry company of other women. Contrary to Charusheele 
where Krishna cajoles Radha into forgiving him, in this piece Krishna too 
pretends to be angry as indicated by the line [rusla Madhava]. Indicative of his 
belief that Radha-Krishna dictates the larger Hindu cosmos, the poet further 
elaborates that the entirety of nature in Gokul is angry too [rusle gokula sareh]. It 
appears that harmony can only be restored in Gokul if the pair can be appeased. 
As the mediator, the narrator asks Krishna and Radha to start talking to each 
other and finally gives up as both characters are too stubborn to forgive. The 
interpretation of the ending is kept open in the poem, thus giving the trained 
dancer creative license to invent new ways of conjuring Shringaara.   
 
Clad in a traditional parrot-green Bharata Natyam costume, Priyadarshini 
Govind enters from stage left to the musical accompaniment of the violin and 
mridangam. There is no sung poetry here and Govind conjures aspects of nature 
that she later returns to within the dance narrative: the birds merrily chirping 
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Krishna’s name, flowers in full bloom with the bees circling around them and the 
beautiful peacocks that reveal their feathers. Cued by the music of flute that 
suggests Krishna’s presence, the heroine (thus far not named) looks for her 
beloved only to find him behind the creepers in the company of other gopis. 
Transiting as Krishna, she tucks in the flute and signals to the gopis to go away. 














Figures 4 & 5: Screen Captures. Radha moving the creepers and her reaction when she sees  





Like most conventional Bharata Natyam dancers, Govind begins by 
providing audience members a visual translation of the poem through the pratapa 
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abhinaya. Slightly enlarging her eyes while framing the temples with the mudra that 
denotes anger, as a narrator she illustrates that that woman who had seen Krishna 












Figure 6: Screen capture. Govind narrating the anger felt by Radha and later Krishna. 
 
 
Turning her body to the right with two third-katakamukahas also indicative 
of a flute, the narrator expresses that Krishna too is angry. The left alapadma raised 
in a diagonal and the right pathaka canvassing the area in front, through her facial 
expressions Govind suggests that their disharmony has indeed affected Gokul.  
 
Moving through a sanchari and mindful of the garden she had earlier 
established, her Radha shows her frustration by plucking and squishing at leaves. 
Yet it is Krishna’s reaction to that stimulus that highlights Govind’s signature in 
creating something different while maintaining the charming personality of the 
demi-god. Her Krishna reaches for a small branch and breaks it against his knee. 
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In this particular instance, Govind smiles too. It is ambiguous if she is the 
narrator, or cheeky Krishna. Yet audience members like myself recognize this as a 
unique way to showcase Krishna’s fake anger. In another moment, Govind 
conjures the once-abiding calves through the simhamukaha mudra that now refuse to 
help Krishna and run off because they too are angry. In the sheepish smile and 
lowered chin, she offers a different variation on the anger. 
 
At the same time, the physical structure of her body marks the ways in 
which the codified movement vocabulary is executed. Observing the way she 
gently kicks forward, flicks the wrists and thrusts the shoulder blade to depict the 
movement of the peacock while dipping the elbows, there is some indication of 
how her long limbs allow her to frame her body in a particular manner. Even in 
the section where she describes how the birds bicker at each other and the 
peacocks fold in their feathers, there is a certain beauty in watching her perform. 
In the second verse, when she depicts the latika creepers that fall away in anger 
from its supporting trees, the deeper bend of the elbows for the tree and stretching 
out the arms in full for the creepers highlights her awareness of how her body can 

















Figures 7 & 8: Screen Capture. Differentiating between the creeper and the sturdy tree. 
 
 
Certainly it is her finesse in dancing, maturity and knowledge of the 
artistic-mythological characters that encourage Govind to explore ways of 
showcasing Radha-Krishna. To a large extent she conforms to the mudras and 
movement lexicon specific to Bharata Natyam in order to present Krishna and 
Radha. As Krishna, she stands with her feet slightly apart, pushes her shoulders 
back and places her hands at her thighs as if trying to broaden her body frame, 
and lowers her gaze when talking to Radha. Her rendition of Radha is equally 
strong and her feelings towards Krishna is best expressed in the sharp gazes 

















Figure 9: Screen capture. Radha’s glare as she takes her ankle bells from Krishna. 
 
 
Moreover, the feminine mudras such as the third-katakamukaha frame her 
body through the veil. While she does not rely on the tandava and lasya dichotomy 
for representing male and female depictions, in her movement execution, Govind 
conjures her interpretation of Krishna and Radha. Krishna using a long creeper 
to reel Radha towards him and she not being interested in that physical proximity, 
is another instance in the dance that many Bharata Natyam that appears to give 
Radha traction with a modern audience. 
 
It is such an interpretation of Radha-Krishna and their eventual union in 
the poem, that work in opposition to feminist critique. In swiftly conjuring Radha 
and then Krishna, Govind gives equal performance time to both characters. 
	   84 
Concurrently, in the movements, both characters share the same body and thus 
resonate with the Hindu philosophy of cosmic union that is made possible through 
the dancing female’s body. In constant transition between the characters, Govind 
best expresses their love relationship. 
 
The cold-shoulder treatment that Radha gives Krishna and their union in 
Govind’s interpretation of Rusli Radha, also resonates with a Tamil language term 
for understanding love. Oodal or willful love quarrels that perpetuate a union is 
closely associated with love relationship after marriage that usually involve an 
infidel partner—a similar context that Govind highlights. The term appears in the 
Sangam period Tamil literature approximately written in 500 BCE and is part of 
the Akanaanooru compilation of four hundred poems on love and family life. 
Therefore, through such an interpretive framework, Govind roots the dance 
practice in a Tamil sensibility: one that allows for a different perspective on love if 
the sung language of marati is unfamiliar.  This then offers a nuanced reception of 
Shringaara for an informed audience member like myself. 
 
Vatsalyam: Balasaraswati’s Krishna Ni 
The sacredness attached to the figure of Krishna can also be explored in 
Tanjore Balasaraswati’s highly regarded rendition of Vyasaraya’s Kannada 
language composition Krishna Ni Begane Baro (Krishna Ni) set to yeman kalyani raagam 
and misra chapu talam. In “Multiple Pleasures: Improvisation in Bharatanatyam” 
(2003) Avanthi Meduri discusses the nature of improvisation found within the 
padam. She closely analyzes two versions of Balasaraswati’s renditions of Krishna Ni: 
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the archives at Wesleyan University when Balasaraswati performed in 1962 at the 
age of forty-four (currently in DVD circulation as Balasaraswati’s Krishna Ni (2006)) 
and in Satyajit Ray’s Bala (1976) at fifty-eight. Looking at these pieces, I agree 
with Meduri that the structure of the padam allows for improvisation to take place. 
However, I am interested in vatsalyam or maternal affection as another variety of 
Shringaara found in Bharata Natyam and will focus on her 1962 stage recital for 
my analysis. 
 
Merce Cunningham best explains how Balasaraswati begins and this is 
especially noticeable in the DVD version. He says: “She came out on a small 
makeshift stage. Stood for a moment or two. Looked about and moved her feet 
slightly causing the ankle bells to tinkle. Shortly the musicians started to play and 
she began. Transformation in the dance was instantaneous and vivid. It was as 
through illumination came on from all angles at once” (Edinburgh Festival 1963). 
There is an affective dimension found in her renditions that Cunningham seems 

















Figure 10: Screen Capture. T Balasaraswati at age forty-four performing Krishna Ni. 
 
 
Standing center stage in an off-white saree Krishna Ni Balasaraswati hums 
the scales of yemen kalyani raagam. Unlike many padams that feature the romantic 
relationship that Krishna has with Radha or the gopis like in Govind’s Rusli Radha, 
here Balasaraswati speaks to the child Krishna. This is indicated in the dipped 
gaze, the bending of her upper body and the exaggerated head movements she 
enacts when talking to the demi-god. It is much like how one talks lovingly to a 
little child. Moreover, her bulky physique and age references a mature woman. 
Hence watching her speak to little Krishna leads the informed audience member 
to understand this Krishna rendition through vatsalyam-induced bhakti. This 
framework allows dancers like myself to understand another variety of Shringaara. 
 
Part of my reception was conditioned by my training. Trained at SIFAS 
where prominence was given primarily to Rukmini Devi, my initial contact with 
Balasaraswati’s presentational style via some photographs, descriptive paragraphs 
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and grainy footage. I was about twenty and was struck by what I saw: a very 
simple-looking dancer draped in a saree, lots of flowers, a waist belt, earrings, two 
bangles, a nose stud and a large pottu. There was nothing elaborate in her make-
up either. She did not have a visually appealing body shape, at least based on the 
standards that many modern dancers (influenced by both popular culture and 
Bharata Natyam) strive for today. Yet when she began moving and conjuring the 
little Krishna, I was somewhat captivated. 
 
Vatsalyam is not a very common aspect of Shringaara that is taught to young 
children.30 At SIFAS, the rare instances of vatsalyam were depicted in the image of 
cradling a child (often Krishna) and in feeding him. Like in Govind’s Rusli Radha 
the dancer often transits between both characters to depict the mother-child 
relationship. However Balasaraswati she foregrounds vatsalyam primarily through 
the woman’s perspective. Here, Krishna is conjured in relief.  
 
Standing with hands crossed in front of her, she drops her head very gently 
as if asking the child to come towards her. Then, she conjures the image of 
Krishna, through the right hamsapaksha mudra supporting the left elbow in dola. 
This image suggests the young cowherd Krishna. With her left arm still dropped 
in the dola and her upper body bending forward as if trying to catch the gaze of 
the young boy, she snaps her fingers. With both arms in the upward facing 
pathaka, Balasaraswati is ready to receive the little child. In the next interpretation, 
she churns Krishna’s favourite buttermilk and entices him to come to her. When 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 I will explore Vatsalyam in greater detail in Chapter Three. 
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seated on the floor in muzhumandi, she only looks slightly above her eye level, again 
indicating the size of the Krishna with whom she is conversing. Therefore, 
Balasaraswati does not toggle between both characters, but in showing the actions 















Gently kissing her palm and peeking from behind her it as if alluding to 
hide-and-seek, she indicates a kind of parental affection for a young child. With 
her arms outstretched and upper torso bent, she depicts catching a child who is 
possibly running away. Krishna stealing the clothes of the gopis while they are 
bathing in the Yamuna river and, cracking their pots of water with stones are 
familiar narratives that Balasaraswati performs as part of the sanchari in Krishna Ni. 
It is only in sancharis where she performs as Krishna. While many other dancers 
also perform these incidents, her creativity is visible in the way her gopis, playing in 
the water and talking about Krishna, realize where their clothes are: one gopi 
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notices the shadows cast by the clothes that Krishna has hung up on the tree. 
Looking up, she realizes that it is Krishna’s lila or game of love. Her seamless 
transition, from depicting the shadow to the gopi to Krishna, hints at her finesse.  
 
What sets Balasaraswati’s depictions of vatsalyam apart from other 
renditions that I have watched, is the age barriers that she transgresses with east 
when performing as little Krishna.31 Balasaraswati fleshes out the relationship 
between Yeshoda and Krishna by accentuating the ways in which Krishna 
initially refuses to show his mother the mud he had swallowed. Instead of using 
conventional mudras such as two hamsapaksha to depict the opening of his mouth, 
Balasaraswati uses her entire forearm to cover and later reveal Krishna’s mouth. 
There is a child-like movement in her execution that takes attention away from 
her large physique. Her body shape that suited the depiction of the woman talking 
to Krishna also conjured a chubby Krishna, offering another variety of how 








 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 I will explore this idea in greater detail in Chapter Three. 
















In both Priyadarshini Govind’s Rusli Radha and Balasaraswathi’s Krishna Ni, 
the figure of Krishna is conjured through the stylization of the dance form as 
much as the dancers’ live solo bodies. Both versions offer audience members 
specific ways of comprehending Shringaara. Performances of romance, devotion or 
maternal affection create an interpretation of love and, in Bharata Natyam, they 
still tend towards bhakti. In these performances, the figure of Krishna then 
functions as a mechanism for understanding the sacredness attached to the 
dancing. 
 
Insofar as both performances conform to bhakti these appear to conform to 
the sacred nature of the reputable dance culture. However, my reception of these 
works on DVD and the mass circulation of similar dance works via the Internet 
place the sacred form within a globalized and secular context. As Phillip 
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Auslander expresses in his article on mediated performances, such “live recordings 
encourage listeners to feel as if they are participating in a specific performance 
and to enter into a vicarious relationship with the audience for that performance” 
(2008: 114). It is still affective in nature. With respect to Bharata Natyam works 
many of them are mediated through processed like editing, camera angles and 
close-ups of facial expressions that a live-theatre audience may not witness. And 
yet, for the curious Bharata Natyam student, these video recordings become 
supplementary teaching tools; they witness and learn of rati and vatsalyam as bhakti 
in the comforts of their urban settings. 
 
Given this context of watching, what stands out for me as a Bharata 
Natyam practitioner is the depictions of kissing. This is partly because one does 
not see it at such close proximity when watching the dance at a large auditorium 
that the camera accords. The alapadma mudra becomes indicative of the face and 
the katamukhaha mudra suggests the act of the other kissing the face. This is 
common across both expressions of rati and vatsalyam. However, it is in the 
movement execution that differentiates between these two variations of 
Shringaaara. In Balasaraswathi’s Krishna Ni the kissing of the palm and images of 
hugging the young and small child is starkly different from that of rati that students 
perform when learning the ashta nayikas. Although it is not conjured in 
Priyadarshini Govind’s Rusli Radha, one can expect the union between both 
characters to have allusion to lips, kissing and holding each other at potentially 
sensuous places. Although Bharata Natyam is a solo form, in the performances of 
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rati, there is a haptic sensibility that the dancer relies on. I will explore this in the 
next section with reference to Umesh Shetty’s Madhura Manohara. 
 
Tactility of Romance: Umesh Shetty’s Madhura Manohara 
Observing, practicing and performing Krishna in the secular state of 
Singapore using the codified lexicon of Bharata Natyam, I am mindful of Bharata 
Natyam-inspired performances that discuss romance without necessarily alluding 
to divine union only. I identify Umesh Shetty’s choreography of  Madhura 
Manohara and presented by Temple of Fine Arts (KL, Malaysia) (ToFA KL) as one 
such example. 32 33 
 
Discussing the contributions of Umesh Shetty to the Malaysian Indian 
dance scene, Premalatha Thiagarajan writes:  
In 2005, Shetty and three core ToFA musicians (Prakash, Jyotsna, and 
Kumar) established a performing wing in ToFA called Inner Space. The 
performing group, Inner Space, was set up with a vision of opening up a 
performance space for artists to dance professionally. The group aimed at 
producing experimental and fusion works. The group’s first production 
Inside Out was very successful when it premiered in 2005. In particular, his 
contemporary dance pieces AlaRIPpu, Get This Swaram, and SUM won him 
numerous awards locally. The former two works were choreographed and 
staged individually for various productions, but were then assimilated into 
the production, Inside Out (2012, 131-132). 
 
Shetty’s “AlaRIPpu” and “Get This Swaram” that Thiagarajan quotes, offer a 
twist on the formalistic margam dance pieces alarippu and jatiswaram. These works 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 “Madhura Manohara” is available on YouTube at the following link: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MWBGm2CQCp4 
The Temple of Fine Arts in Singapore is referred to with the acronym TFA. 
33 Umesh Shetty’s father Gopal Shetty was one of the pioneering dancers when ToFA formed in 
1981. 
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are available on YouTube. In incorporating contemporary dance vocabulary for a 
group recital, Shetty’s works highlight a modern appropriation of Bharata 
Natyam. Madhura Manohara was presented as part of Inside Out. Unlike the other 
pieces Thiagarajan discusses, this was choreographed for a soloist. Written by the 
spiritual leader and founder of ToFa Swami Shantanand Saraswati, Madhura 
Manohara describes a Virahotkanthita Nayika. The heroine is distressed being 
separated from Krishna. With its slow-tempo and lyrics alluding to rati Shringaara, 
Madhura Manohara resembles a padam dance piece. 
 
Watching many TFA (Singapore) performances since a young age, since 
my grandmother is an active volunteer there, I have witnessed many 
interpretations of Swami Shantanand Saraswati’s poem. Some performers confine 
their movement vocabulary to the conventional sequencing of mudra and thus 
reflect sringara bhakti outlook. For instance, in the production Meera (2011), this 
song was composed as devotional dance. It is Shetty’s interpretation of the highly 
devotional poetry that presents itself as a rarity that allows me to understand a 



















Figure 13: Screen Capture. An instance in Madhura Manohara  
highlighting the performance aesthetics of the piece. 
 
 
The haunting melody played on the piano, lack of mridangam rhythmic 
accompaniment for the Bharata Natyam-inspired percussive footwork, the 
lighting design and the dancer’s costume already signals that this is not a 
conventional Bharata Natyam performance. Moreover framed as a piece of Inside 
Out highlights the experimental nature of the work. Yet, the expression of 
Shringaara remains central to this piece even though it is not the codified versions 
like bhakti, rati or vatsalyam. I propose that the tactile quality of love—touching and 
being touched—is expressed through the movement vocabulary of Madhura 
Manohara. This then presents another variation on Shringaara. 
 
As the piano begins, audience members see the silhouette of the dancer in 
araimandi with her right foot on its toes and her arms extended above her head. 
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The dry ice and blue lighting result in a smoky effect marking the performance 
space with a dream-like quality. Taking a complete turn as Radha with her veil, 
the dancer presents the pratapa abhinaya. With a limited number of mudras, perhaps 
to not distract from the contemporary dance movements, she accentuates the flute 
[Madhura Manohara], shows Krishna herding the cows and dancing merrily [Gokula 
madhava], caresses the face of the tall Krishna as designated by the dancer’s 





















Embracing Krishna is the first instance of an easily recognizable and 
everyday version of ‘touch’ that audience members see. In conventional Bharata 
Natyam too, the dancer does conjure images of hugging albeit using the stylized 
shikaram mudras. However in Madhura Manohara, this embrace is one that is 
recognizable in everyday instances. The non-symmetrical placements of the limbs 
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are indicative of the heroine hugging Krishna (touching his back and lower back) 
close to her body. The way she tilts her head sideways also resonates with how one 
places their face when in an intimate hug. Moreover the lighting and costume 











Figure 15: Screen Capture. The dancer depicting being held by Krishna. 
 
 
In another instance she lies on the floor, crunches her abdominal muscles 
and lifts up her head. In doing so, she conjures the lover Krishna who may be 
supporting her hip while embracing her. The sensations associated with romantic 
love and its separation are usually carefully codified within conventional Bharata 
Natyam performances. Yet in this choreography Shetty offers a glimpse on how 
the visceral nature of being in love can be translated onto the stage. While many 
students of dance, like myself, may watch this work in the private space of a laptop 
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circulated via the Internet or on a DVD, the haptic sensations that the dancer 
displays iterates the importance of a certain tactility associated with the solo 
dance. Picking up on my earlier suggestion that Krishna is a ‘dance partner’, is 
through the bodily sensations that the dancer showcases that Krishna is conjured 
in relief. 
 
In moving between the Bharata Natyam postures and contemporary 
dance vocabulary of turns and floor work, Shetty appears to shift Krishna away 
from only being a figure of sacred religious love. This is especially pronounced in 
between the sung lyrics. In these sections, the dancer foregrounds her practice in 
contemporary dance idioms through the way the movements sculpt the idea of a 
pining heroine. For instance to showcase the ananda nadam or cheerful melody 
from Krishna’s flute, the dancer slides onto the floor as a transition from the 
earlier section and with a single arm raised suggests the momentum of a 
conventional manner of showing happiness. Swiftly rolling onto her other side and 
now in profile, gazing towards the ceiling, the dancer places her palm below her 
chin as if mesmerized by the music. Moreover, for the lines explaining how the 
pain of longing in itself offers some comfort [intha vethanai, ithil enna sodhanai], the 
dancer does multiple spins with her hands cupping her head, as if denoting the 
bodily reactions of that separation.  
 
The dizzying amount of jumps, floor work and movement across the 
performance space interspersed, with conventional Bharata Natyam footwork, 
offer an embodied interpretation of the lyrics. Being representative of love, the 
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tactile qualities of romance that Shetty highlights, encourages trained Bharata 
Natyam dancers like myself to rethink the sacred-secular dichotomy associated 
with Krishna. This then offers a different variety of Shringaara. 
  
Collectively, these three performances on Krishna indicate how aspects of 
Shringaara—rati, vatsalyam, bhakti or the sensations associated with love—can be 
showcased in performance. The dancer’s training, embodied knowledge and body 
shape among other factors allows her to explore ideas of love as they relate to the 
figure of Krishna.  
 
Embodying Lover Krishna: A Personal Conversation 
In this section I foreground the aspect of production as it relates to 
Krishna and his romantic relationship with Radha. Krishna, Radha and all the 
other characters in a Bharata Natyam recital exist only insofar as the dancer 
constitutes them using her body. Conjuring the love relationship between Radha 
and Krishna relies on the physical manifestation of these characters that are 
representative of love. Creating these characters onstage becomes an enabling 
mechanism for manifesting Shringaara. Given that Bharata Natyam is a solo form, 
the young dancer must constantly interpret each mythological character in 
relation to the other. It is the seamless transition between the characters that 
allows the dancer to conjure their emotional intimacy. Hence, the mythological 
narratives are indeed extremely dependent on not only the dancer’s body 
movements, which are already preordained by training, but also on her 
interpretation of the figures and the love that they are representing.  As such, re-
	   99 
constituting the mythological figures is not a passive replication of what has been 
taught, but rather it is an active performance of something particular both to the 
dance tradition and the individual dancer. 
 
As I have explored using the example of Govind’s Rusli Radha performing 
Radha is not as straightforward as presenting a sculptural and feeble quality 
indicative of feminine beauty, nor can Krishna be represented only through a 
Tandava style as it is inappropriate for the courtship duet. While it is important to 
distinguish one character from another, the crucial aspect of performing the lovers 
is in the dancer’s staging of their inseparable nature by constantly transitioning 
between the two in order to evoke their love relationship.  
 
 How does the modern dancer make sense of Krishna and his Shringaara? 
How does a young practitioner like me create this image of love? In this section I 
focus on how I manifest the aesthetic-mythological characters of Radha-Krishna. 
In discussing the daily stimuli I draw on, I propose that the dancer has the 
potential to build on her own unique relationship with Krishna while still relying 
on the conventions of dance making in Bharata Natyam. 
 
A Bharata Natyam dancer cannot change the preordained Krishna 
narrative where Radha and Krishna unite even after his liaisons with multiple 
women. As Radha, the feeble and dependent stance that I hold during the 
performance is something I cannot agree with. The love relationship needs to be 
more accessible and applicable for today’s context. This is not to suggest that my 
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characterization of Radha divorces Krishna altogether or looks towards another 
interest. It is impossible to evade the preordained ending. However, the 
underrepresented relationship dynamics offers one scope to extract something 
particular to the dancer living in contemporary times with a varied interpretation 
of Shringaara. 
 
In my rendition of such a Krishna narrative, I conjured both Krishna and 
the love relationship in relief as Radha. Signaling that Krishna had arrived, the 
smile slowly disappeared as the female protagonist noticed his ruffled hair and 
guilt-ridden face, indicative of a romantic liaison with another. I retained the pre-
established mudras when asking about the other women’s hospitality but render it 
with an indifferent body language that is markedly different from an enraged or 
bawling passive Radha. At times I ignored Krishna’s presence, gave the cold 
shoulder attitude and began walking away. I constantly conjured Krishna in relief 
through jerky movements indicative of the lover holding Radha. Needing to 
conform to the preordained ending, I adhered to the kilakau mudra where the two 
interlocking little fingers allude to the union. However, I stretched out my right 
hand first suggesting it is Krishna’s appeal for the romantic alliance. Radha’s 
acceptance is then indicated when my left hand completes the mudra. 
 
It is by teasing out the limits of the relationship between Radha and 
Krishna, that as a dancer I create anew the ostensibly predetermined 
mythological characters. In this way, each dancer can constantly interpret the 
mythological characters in relation to the other. It is the transition between the 
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characters that allows the dancer to conjure their emotional intimacy and this 
depends on the dancer’s interpretations. I agree that the Krishna narrative 
privileges an unwarranted advantage to the adulterous male. Yet dancers like 
myself can potentially conjure a Radha who gives Krishna a chance to redeem 
himself. This then returns the integrity to both the dancer and the mythological 
entity. 
 
Granted, the ideal dancer is expected to manifest these exalted characters 
by complying with some aspects of Hindu cosmology. Yet, learning this artform in 
Singapore with its unique city culture from a recently transgendered Bharata 
Natyam teacher, my personality and love relationships have inevitably shaded my 
interpretations of Love. Hence, when I embody the love between Radha and 
Krishna, I rely on a combination of my distinct physiognomy, physical abilities, 
learnt movements and own life experiences.  
 
For example, being much smaller built than my husband I often need to 
be on tiptoe when embracing. I emulate this sensation and consciously recount my 
dating experiences while performing, in order to create one variation on 
Shringaara. As Radha, I lean to the right as far as possible until my left foot is 
almost off balance. Swiftly changing to Krishna, I place both my feet firmly on the 
ground in the swastika position, leaning only a little as if supporting the weight on 
my left hand and pushing my ribcage backwards to broaden my shoulders. Re-
creating the physiological characteristics associated with Radha and Krishna in 
Hindu mythology is made possible due to my body structure and physical abilities. 
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Yet, it is only when I draw on my personal emotional experiences and use my 
real-life love as a proxy that I can focus on the heightened emotion that Radha-
Krishna are representative of. 
 
For the dancer, conjuring this ideal love is predicated on the realization of 
both characters. It is not while performing Radha, but rather when her traits 
‘disappear’ from my body and Krishna is concretized, that I am best able to evoke 
Radha and the love she has for Krishna. Traditionally the sung phrases are 
represented through the movements that allow the single dancer to switch 
between characters. As such, the body remembers holding the mudras in a gentler 
manner and moulding into a sculptural posture, when it gives way to the more 
energetic and angular movements that indicate Krishna. Hence, it is during this 
in-between period—where Radha is displaced by Krishna—that each character 
and their love for the other is best manifested from a practitioner’s point of view. 
The resultant memory left by the mythological characters on the dancer’s body—
the constant ‘ghosting’ of the other—forms the basis of attempting to evoke the 
concept of love that these characters represent.  
 
At the same time, the dancer also has the ability to conjure the actions and 
reactions of the other character through the bodily response and facial expressions 
of the character she is currently embodying. As Radha, the dancer can respond to 
Krishna’s actions without switching roles.  
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I suggest that as audience member we ledge on to not the ethnic 
associations or religious connotations of the form but rather rally with the affective 
quality of the dance itself as it is conjured by the dancer. Watching performances 
as an expert spectator, I suggest the ability to induce an affect in me—the raising 




I began this chapter by exploring the close relationship between bhakti and 
Shringaara. Sensitive that expressions of devotional love are not the only 
manifestation of Shringaara, I identified the figure of Krishna as the exemplar of 
love within Bharata Natyam. A religious-mythological character, Krishna also 
functions as an aesthetic figure within the dance form. From the onset of abhinaya 
pieces that a young dancer is inducted into, it is often Krishna that features as the 
central character. Throughout the years of training in Bharata Natyam, the 
depictions of Shringaara that are taught keep pace with the student’s emotional 
development. The student’s engagement with the form also contributes to her 
maturity. Given that many Krishna narratives feature the demi-god at different 
ages, Krishna too parallels the student’s development. During the child’s 
formative years, the ashta nayika or the eight heroine types that are often associated 
with Krishna provide students with an anchor to comprehend socially acceptable 
ways of portraying Shringaara.  
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 Although bhakti features in many Bharata Natyam recitals as the primary 
manifestation of Shringaara, the conventional dancer nonetheless has the potential 
to draw on her own unique experiences of love and loving to frame her 
performance of Krishna. Here, it is the dancer’s interpretation and creativity that 
often differentiates her performances from others. Analyzing three performances 
on Krishna, I suggested that alongside the signature of the dancer, the artistic-
mythological figure also enables the dancer to understand variations on love 
ranging from sacred to secular representations. In the third section, I briefly 
investigated a personalized representation of Krishna and the love he is 
representative of and suggested how sensations of romantic embrace and stylized 
Bharata Natyam representations of love can coalesce in performance.  
 
 Insofar as the Radha-Krishna narratives are concerned, the prescriptive 
nature of the love relationships inherent in the Krishna romantic narratives has 
inevitably skewed the investigation towards a heterosexual bias.34 In this chapter, I 
have focused only on female dancers and their manifestations of the love 
relationship between Radha-Krishna. However, I do acknowledge that there are 
male dancers who also provide a very different interpretation of Krishna 
narratives and its associations with Shringaara.35 At the same time, there are other 
Indian dance forms like Kathakali dance-dramas where there is a tradition of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Although the bhakti poetry foreground a male-female dichotomy, they are still mostly penned by 
male poets. 
35 Observing male performers like A. Janardhanan, V.P. Dhananjayan, V. Balagurunathan, 
Shankar Kandasamy, Ramli Ibrahim, Mavin Khoo and Ajith Bhaskar among others offers 
avenues to understand the process of conjuring Shringaara through a masculine body. How do these 
bodies then manifest Radha-Krishna? Given this context, to what degree can Shringaara be 
gendered? This is a potential area of inquiry that is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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cross-gender casting for men. In those contexts, the heterosexual love relationships 
are performed by men, which may complicate the ways we understand the love 
relationship. In Kathakali performances, a transgendered non-heterosexual love 
narrative that is usually manifest is that between Mohini and Aravan.36 Therefore, 
there are other productions of Shringaara that can potentially influence one’s 
understanding of the limits to which it is utilized within the Bharata Natyam 
framework.  
 
The figure of Krishna becomes an enabling concept that allows dancers to 
explore and manifest different variations on love. Since he moves across the many 
phases of life as if paralleling the dancer’s training, the associations that the dancer 
forges with Krishna evolves with time, as do her performances of Shringaara. A 
figure found in Bharata Natyam, Hindu Indian religious thoughts and in popular 
culture, Krishna allows the dancer to move between sacred and secular 
interpretations of love. Testing the limits of conventional Bharata Natyam and the 
scope of Krishna, practitioners like the actor-dancer Shobana Chandrakumar 
incorporate cinema music to accompany her version of Krishna narratives in her 
spectacular dance drama Krishna (2013).37 In this performance that toured 
Singapore, there was a conflation of popular culture and the high-art ultra-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 In the Mahabharata, it is Krishna who takes on the form of Mohini and marries Aravan (Arjuna’s 
son) just before the latter is sacrificed in the Gurushetra war. Upon Aravan’s death, Mohini laments 
and mourns by breaking bangles and discarding bridal finery. This is an important metaphorical 
relationship that continues to be practiced by the hijra or alternative gender community of India 
during the Koovagam Festival. 	  
37 I will refer to Shobana Chandrakumar with her screen name “Shobana” throughout this thesis, 
to differentiate her from London-based contemporary choreographer Shobana Jeyasingh. The 
choice of using her screen name also allows me to discuss the ways in which Shobana as a figure 
straddles an unconventional position; that between mass culture and an austere dance form. 
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respectable dance form. Given the local context where many Bharata Natyam 
teachers stick to the rigid representations of bhakti as a means of showcasing 
authenticity, Krishna was not well received. In this dance drama, Shobana was 
dressed in the part of Krishna and her dance movements borrowed from film 
conventions. The English dialogue that accompanied the various dancers took 
away attention from the abhinaya.  
 
To a significant degree, such a reception that is specific to the Singapore 
context, forces me to question ideas of authenticity as authority and 
appropriations. While many stage performances of Bharata Natyam here keep 
true to the conventional framework, works like Krishna remind the modern 
audience that the dance form is not hermetically sealed from our everyday 
experiences such as film. The divide between mass culture and high-art still 
remains central to the refusal to embrace non-conventional appropriations of the 
form. As I will demonstrate in chapter four “Remediating Shringaara in Stage-Film 
Dance” where I closely analyze Shobana’s inaugural intermedial performances 
Maya Ravan, that style of performance making requires a different set of reception 
modes. It requires the audience to understand Bharata Natyam conventions on 
film, the current film dance conventions and Shobana’s experiences in both 
Bharata Natyam and film. In doing so, to what extent is there a fractured 
continuity of the traditional art?  How are the different types of politics attached 
to Shringaara presented in the dance-film DVD medium. 
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CHAPTER TWO  
CULTIVATING LOVE IN BHARATA NATYAM PEDAGOGY 
 
“Gurur Brahma, Gurur Vishnu, Gurur Devo Maheshwaraha 
Gurur Saaksaat Param bhramha, Tasmai Shree Guruvey Namaha” 
Guru Hymn 
~ 
“When the lord and guru are both standing before me whom should I salute first? 
Guru first, because it is he who helped me to know God” 
Indian Poet Kabir 
 
Deciphering the guru-sishya relationship 
As I have explored in the previous chapter, Shringaara or the concept of 
love is central to the narratives of Bharata Natyam. In the performance the 
dancer manifests various types and intensities of love through the careful 
sequencing of percussive footwork in araimandi or half-squatting position, angular 
upper body movements, intricate mudras or hand gestures and bhava or stylized 
facial expressions. Exemplified by the figure of Krishna, expressions of devotion, 
motherly love and aspects of romantic love that may include jealousy or 
affectionate quarrels are some strands of Shringaara that are conjured. Weaving 
through multiple mythological characters, the trained solo dancer conjures these 
varied and nuanced love relationships for the audience.  
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In this chapter, I go “behind the scenes” of a conventional Bharata 
Natyam recital and investigate the particular kind of training and pedagogy that 
cultivates such performances of love. Scholars and practitioners alike concede that 
the guru or dance master is an indispensible figure for dance pedagogy. Through 
demonstrations and by physically manipulating the young sishya or disciples’ 
limbs, the guru initiates a child into the content and form of Bharata Natyam. 
Drawing on my experience as a Bharata Natyam practitioner and my relationship 
with guru Maalika Girish Panicker, I suggest that such embodied knowledge is 
passed on from guru to sishya through a complex and delicate process. Over time, 
the guru facilitates the sishya’s growth, self-discovery and transformation, against 
the backdrop of a constantly changing relation to the world, emotional 
development, and possibly spiritual awakening.  
 
I propose understanding the guru-sishya relationship as an intimate and 
enduring love encounter. The kind of love that the guru-sishya bond is centered on 
may not be an easily recognizable based on pre-existing categories. Nor is it a new 
strand of Shringaara altogether. Rather, the relationship allows students to learn 
about Shringaara. As a child, one is conditioned to look towards the guru as a 
revered figure who imparts embodied knowledge. The same figure then teaches 
students how to conjure various intensities of love when learning narratives where 
Shringaara features. Over time, learning aspects of Shringaara cultivates a tacitly 
understood love-like bond.  In this manner, the relationship between the guru and 
sishya functions as an enabling mechanism to understand Shringaara as it recurs in 
the dance practice.  
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In the initial phases of learning the formalistic nritta, the pedagogy adheres 
to a top-down mode of knowledge dissemination. This is evident from the onset of 
the very first class where the namaskaaram or salutations to Mother Earth is taught. 
The master often manipulates the child’s inflexible fingers and holds her wrist to 
demonstrate how the momentum of the movements feels. While this physical 
contact grants control to the guru, it marks the preliminary instance of nurturing 
the young child into the codes and conventions of Bharata Natyam. Insofar as the 
guru nurtures the dancer and initiates her into the world of Bharata Natyam, it 
resembles motherly love. Through each encounter of learning a different dance 
piece in which varying aspects of Shringaara are depicted, the relationship too 
evolves. For students like myself who have learnt under the tutelage of a single guru 
for an extended period of time, there is some level of comfort where we are able to 
confide in each other outside of the classroom context.  
 
There is also a delicate position in teaching the child how to conjure bhakti 
or devotional Shringaara that remains central to the narrative content of Bharata 
Natyam. By initiating a child into the Hindu cosmology, the dance guru may be 
regarded as a spiritual conduit, requiring and receiving great respect. Partly for 
this reason, reverence and loyalty, aspects of bhakti, are expected of the sishya. And 
yet the guru must tread a fine line in not becoming god-like.  
 
Therefore, it is a delicate matter to discuss this guru-sishya alliance, since 
pre-established categories of Shringaara such as romantic love, motherly affection, 
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friendship or devotion seem too rigid to explain the unique guru-sishya bond. A 
permutation of the various strands may not contain the relation the sishya forms 
with their guru either. Perhaps every manifestation of love, especially this guru-
sishya bond, far exceeds what can actually be said about it. The very nature of the 
relation—as one that constantly evolves due to stimulus from the practice of the 
art in modern urban contexts—does not allow one to reduce it to a discourse or 
verbal description of love alone.  
 
Surveying the Guru in Hindu Tradition 
 Within Hindu religious thought, the guru is often granted a god-like status. 
Hindu iconography depicts the guru on an elevated platform or with the extended 
right palm indicative of blessing the sishya. The latter is usually in a submissive 
bowing posture. Paintings and sculptures crystalizing the “Gita Updesham” 
discourse between Krishna and Arjuna at the Kurushetra War is one such 
example where Arjuna bows to Krishna. In the Mahabharata, the kingly characters 
Pandavas respect their guru Drona’s duty towards the rulers of Hastinapur 
Kingdom when he stays on with the Kauravas during the War. The Ramayana 
further raises the status of the guru, when the demi-god Rama bows to sages like 
Vishwamitra before snapping the bow at Janaka’s court. A hierarchy between guru 
and sishya is set up in this manner and there is the widely accepted proposition 
that the guru is God-like and because of the knowledge they embody, infallible.  
 
 In his article “The Guru in Hindu Tradition” Joel Mlecko identifies many 
instances within the religious scriptures, mythology, and philosophical traditions 
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that foreground the prominence of the guru. Beginning with the etymology of the 
Sanskrit term guru, he highlights the limitations of the English translation of 
‘teacher’ or even ‘master’. He writes, “Gu means “ignorance” and ru, “dispeller”, 
the guru is a dispeller of ignorance, all kinds of ignorance” (1982: 33). He then 
valorizes the necessity of the guru by understanding the etymology of Upanishad as 
“sitting down opposite somebody” (1982: 35). Resounding throughout the various 
examples he draws on, from the sacred Krishna in the Bhagavat Gita to 
contemporary figures like Vivekananda and Sivananda, there is a similar through-
line on how one regards the guru. I propose that the obedience and devotion that is 
expected of the sishya, since the guru provides guidance and knowledge, evolves 
into something bhakti-like. 
 
 Such importance of the guru as it is circulated within Hindu religious 
sentiment is also present in the structure of the Natyasatra. The Sanskrit 
compendium on dramaturgy is structured as a respectful conversation between 
the guru Bharata Muni and his disciples who enquire on the fifth Natya Veda. Muni 
maintains an authoritative voice for their enquiry when he states “Get yourselves 
cleansed, be attentive and hear about the origin of the Natyaveda devised by 
Brahman” (Ghosh 1950: 2) while the sages refer to Muni as “O the holy one” 
(Ghosh 1950: 19) and “O the very splendid one” (Ghosh 1950: 76). While the 
Natyasastra itself has no accompanying images, the general descriptions of the sages 
sitting around Muni without interrupting his lecture, elevates Muni’s status and 
hence sets up a hierarchical mode for knowledge transference. Yet, within this 
hierarchy, it is the probing by the sishyas that propels the Natyasastra. This then 
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highlights the importance of the sishyas and the engaging knowledge-driven 
learning environment that they co-create. Furthermore, by abridging the original 
Natya Veda by God Brahman and disseminating it to the mortal world, the sage 
Muni also serves as a spiritual conduit.  
 
I propose that Bharata Natyam offers an embodied interpretation of the 
guru-sishya relationship as it features in the Natyasastra. The ways in which each 
adavu builds into nritta dance works, before discussing aspects of Shringaara, seems 
to parallel the structure of the Sanskrit treatise where Muni discusses each idea as 
a progression from the previous one. Like the sages who build a rapport with 
Muni by the end of the Natayasastra, the Bharata Natyam curriculum encourages 
the guru-sishya relationship to evolve with time. In the repertoire, content of bhakti 
Shringaara are introduced gradually over the pre-adolescent and adolescent phases. 
At around the pubescent age of fifteen is when choreography indicative of 
romantic love is taught. One must be sensitive that the student’s emotional 
development, albeit an individual process, is also shaped by the interactions with 
the guru and representations of Shringaara. 
 
The infallible God-like status accorded to the guru within Hindu religious 
thought, Indian mythology and the Natyasastra is expressed through a codified 
system in Bharata Nataym. The process of deifying the guru starts from the onset 
of classes. The guru hymn that students recite advocates a tacitly understood 
	   113 
reverence, respect and even admiration towards the master.38 In the hymn, the 
guru is likened to (a) Brahma, God of Creation, when he teaches the embodied 
dance form, (b) Vishnu, God of Preservation, when he nurtures and hones the 
talent of the dancer and thirdly (c) Maheshwara, God of Annihilation, when he 
rectifies bad posture or inaccurate footwork. By drawing parallels with the Hindu 
Trinity the guru is glorified in dance classes.  
 
Moreover, during namaskaram the Anjali mudra is placed between the 
eyebrows as salutations to the guru.39 Associated with the third eye of wisdom, the 
placement suggests that the guru opens one’s eye to knowledge. After lessons, 
blessings are taken by touching the master’s feet. This bowing action again 
indicates some form of submission to this figure. For a young child, these repeated 
actions might seem ritualistic and regarded as indispensible formalities. Yet on 
hindsight, such performative acts become the decorum that accentuates the 
importance and austerity of the guru within Bharata Natyam pedagogy.  
 
The religious sentimentality attached to the guru is especially pronounced 
during the annual Navaratri festival. In this nine-day celebration for Durga, 
Lakshmi and Saraswati, students usually perform Bharata Natyam repertoire 
pieces in temples. In Singapore, almost all the South Indian Hindu temples 
provide makeshift stages or designate performance spaces for Bharata Natyam 
dancers and other musicians to render works after the evening prayers. Dance 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Please refer to the beginning of this chapter for the guru hymn. 
39 Ananya Chatterjea highlights a similar structure within Odissi in her article “Training in Indian 
Classical Dance: A Case Study” (1996: 71).	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gurus usually capitalize on these avenues to expose young students to formalized 
performances and allow them to perform in groups. The tenth day, 
Vijayadashami, symbolizes the victory of good over evil when Goddess Durga 
slays the demon Mahishan. Within the Bharata Natyam culture, this day is also 
allocated as an auspicious day to seek the guru’s blessings and begin learning new 
dance pieces. After performing in front of the temple deities for eight days and 
watching the guru on the ninth, there is a different sensation when learning from 
the guru. The experiences leading up to the Vijayadashami then elevate the guru to 
God-like status.  
 
My use of a metaphorical qualification where the reverence showed 
towards him ought to be bhakti-like stems from an understanding that it is indeed 
different from sringara bhakti that is showcased through the dance. While the acts of 
devotion towards deities finds readily recognizable expressions through flower and 
fruit offerings, bhakti directed to the guru encourages intrinsic expressions of 
veneration and respect. This is made more complex given the fact that the 
working relationship and the intrinsic values find embodiment primarily through 
the performing.40 Moreover, in city-spaces like Singapore where the temporary 
work permits of Bharata Natyam teachers create the permanence of the art 
practice, it is difficult to always forge an intense relationship with the teacher or to 
fully regard him as God-like. In these contexts, the respect that is directed at the 
master may only be recognizable insofar as monetary offerings are presented. The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 I will return to this point in the next section. 
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limited contact time that is shared between guru and sishya may not develop into 
something beyond the pedagogical exchange of the art. 
 
Associating Guru-sishya and Love in Scholarship 
As I have explored in the Introduction of this thesis, Western scholars 
writing on Bharata Natyam are mostly interested in its operations as an invented 
tradition, the identity politics of the Bharata Natyam dancer in the context of 
diaspora, and the performance aesthetics of contemporary idioms. Although the 
pedagogical mechanism of Bharata Natyam is underrepresented, scholars still 
underscore their sensitivity regarding the importance and reverence accorded to 
the guru within dance instruction. As a trained Bharata Natyam dancer herself, 
Janet O’Shea pays respects to her dance teacher Nandini Ramani in the 
Acknowledgement section of her book At Home in the World: Bharata Natyam on the 
Global Stage (2007: viii). A similar expression of gratitude is also present in Ketu 
Katrak’s full-page tribute to her guru Medha Yodh accrediting she “whose creativity 
continues to stir my spirit” (2011). Both scholars do not necessarily discuss their 
intimate relationships with their gurus within the academic contexts, nor flesh out 
the guru-sishya relationship in their writings.41 Yet, in directing their appreciation 
towards their dance “mentors”, as O’Shea refers to the guru, there is some sense of 
love-like reverence that underscores how practitioners regard the guru.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Katrak presents a more intimate experience of learning Bharata Natyam from guru Medha Yodh 
when she writes for Narthaki.com and Sruti magazine. 
http://www.narthaki.com/info/profiles/profil85.html 
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Although most scholars acknowledge the importance of the guru, the guru-
sishya pedagogical aspect of Bharata Natyam still appears to be under-discussed. 
One possible reason may be because the guru-sishya relationship is most often 
regarded as a means to an end—performing. Gurus and well-established 
practitioners also appear to give more importance to the performing. Gearing 
students towards arangetrams or solo inaugural performances appears to be the 
preoccupation of dance teachers, students and their parents. Researchers 
including O’Shea discuss these arangetrams as sites that manufacture the dancer’s 
translocal identity within diasporic communities (2007: 3, 153-4). The scope of 
arangetrams in Singapore also allows local Tamil dancers to align themselves with 
the state-sanctioned secularized ideas of ‘Indian identity’. Beyond the identity 
politics, it is in these arangetrams or shorter Navaratri where the pedagogical 
mechanism finds a public manifestation. The loyalty and reverence expected of 
the sishya is best expressed through a good rendition. When students perform well, 
it is a reflection of the guru’s dedication. There is a cyclical way of learning and 
performing in Bharata Natyam that feeds back to strengthen the relation between 
the guru and sishya. In this fashion, the performance becomes an actualization of 
the relationship. 
 
Another reason to understand the underrepresentation of the guru-sishya 
pedagogy in scholarship, is perhaps the difficulty of fully comprehending the 
unique and individuated bond. This delicate human interaction evolves with time 
too. For a young child, the contact with the guru is a significant experience not 
only because of the codified movement lexicon she learns. During the early 
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formative years, it is the guru who teaches the child how to portray socially 
acceptable ways of conjuring love for public display. In following the guru’s 
instructions or demonstrations, there are instances where the sishya begins to 
embody aspects of the guru.  
 
Of the many scholars who do discuss the guru in contexts other than those 
of Bharata Natyam, Huston Smith’s analysis perhaps best outlines this scenario. 
In the larger context of his paper “The Master-Disciple Relationship”, Smith 
discusses the concept in relation to Islamic and Jewish philosophy and highlights 
an important aspect of the relationship:  
 
What is significant for the disciple is the master’s total self, whose character 
and activity are unique and irreplaceable. In this crucial respect it is like 
love. More accurately, it is love in the purest sense of that word, though it 
is risky to use that word which has been rendered almost useless through 
its preemption by commercialism (hot dogs “made with a little bit of 
love”), sex (“making love”), sentimentality (racks of Valentine cards), and 
innumerable other debasing inroads. Like the master/disciple relationship, 




While Smith’s proposition may come across as a romanticized 
comprehension of the guru-sishya relationship, it bears out how the bond is 
understood within the dance culture. Part of the expectation on students to be 
unwaveringly “faithful” to the practice of the art and their teacher, stems from the 
pedagogy of conventional Bharata Natyam. Inherent to the pedagogy of Bharata 
Natyam where gurus choose their students, the dance student undergoes tutelage 
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only under a single master. A situation that may not hold true in the sociology of 
how the dance is being practiced today in urban cities, there is still some 
romanticism of the guru-sishya relationship. 
 
The guru-sishya relationship is tacitly understood as being built upon a 
mutually influencing love-based pedagogy that simply does not enter the domain 
of descriptive language. However, Smith’s idealistic phrasing “love in the purest 
sense of that word” suggests the potential for marring the relationship in the 
current contexts. Sensitive to the current urban environment in which the term 
‘love’ is used very loosely, he highlights that it is tricky to comprehend that tacitly 
understood love between the “unique and irreplaceable” guru and the sishya. Given 
the urban inferences of love, correlating the guru and love may risk trivializing the 
sacredness of the bond as it is spelt out in the Natyasastra and Hindu thought. 
Moreover within the context of Bharata Natyam, ‘love’ echoes the 
marginalization of erotic expressions of Shringaara from the Moghul-rule through 
to the post-Independence India. Shringaara as a term is too closely associated with 
bhakthi and is codified to such an extent in the practice that it cannot accurately 
reference a mortal guru-sishya relationship. 
 
Hence discussing the love-based guru-sishya relationship on its own terms 
appears problematic. Nonetheless, in	  her book O’Shea identifies an important 
shift in the dance pedagogy that may further explain why the guru-sishya paradigm 
is not the central focus for most researchers. Understanding the gurukula system as 
a non-formalized fluid structured where students pledge allegiance and learn the 
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art from a single guru, thus embodying the artistic lineage, O’Shea examines the 
widespread practice of Kalakshetra style Bharata Natyam. She writes: “Rukmini 
Devi [also] developed a system in which student dancers learn from different 
Kalakshetra teachers at various times in their training. In doing so, she 
encouraged her pupils to replace the more conventional loyalty to a single teacher 
with a fidelity to the school” (2007: 41). This then makes the institutionalization of 
the dance possible. Mindful of the transnational pattern of dancers and teachers, 
O’Shea does acknowledge that guru-sishya model or even allegiance to a single 
institution like Kalakshetra may not be practical modes for learning the dance 
(2007: 154). In highlighting consumerism and capitalism that continue apace, she 
suggest that the pedagogy too needs to evolve. 
 
Other scholars reiterate such changing in the dance pedagogy as it relates 
to the practice of Indian Classical dance forms. Recognizing the importance of the 
guru-sishya tradition for learning and understanding the nuanced abhinaya, Ananya 
Chatterjea researches the state of dance pedagogy in Calcutta in her article 
“Training in Indian Classical Dance: A Case Study” (1996). She argues that with 
the advent of capitalism, the gurukula system has given way to weekly classes and 
even institutions like Rabindra Bharati University as the primary mode for 
teaching Classical forms. In “Guru or Teacher? Shishya or Student? Pedagogic 
Shifts in South Asian Dance Training in India and Britain” Stacey Prickett 
undertakes similar research within the transnational UK circuit where the South 
Asian Dance Faculty of the Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing (ISTD) re-
constructs the guru-sishya pedagogy. Indicative of the sizable diasporic community 
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that practices Bharata Natyam in the United States, Arthi Devarajan uses an 
ethnographic approach to highlight the pedagogical constructs of the dance. This 
is reflected in her doctoral dissertation  “Natya "from within": A practical 
theology-based analysis of classical Indian dance pedagogy in the United States”, 
informed by her participation of classes in Andover, Virginia and Boston (2010). 
Both scholars echo the necessity for a reconstructed identity for the guru amidst 
capitalism. 
 
Collectively, these scholars highlight two issues regarding Bharata Natyam 
pedagogy. By discussing how institutions like Kalakshetra and the ISTD South 
Asian Dance Faculty provide opportunities for dancers to work with multiple 
dance masters and even learn other dance styles, the contemporary Bharata 
Natyam student is given more agency in choosing what to learn and where to 
learn it from. Compared to the guru-sishya mode where gurus choose sishyas and 
determine when they are ready to learn a particular dance work, the pre-set dance 
curriculum in these institutions offers a content-driven and somewhat 
commoditized outlook for the dance. Such pedagogy, while granting agency to the 
dancers, also formulates a new generation of Bharata Natyam teachers.  
 
Secondly in arguing that the pedagogical underpinnings have evolved 
from a covenant to a contract within city-centres, the ongoing interactions 
between the guru and sishya appears marginalized. Although the guru-sishya 
instructional structure is increasingly giving way to an institutionalized teaching of 
the art, a dance master is still needed to transmit embodied knowledge. Contrary 
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to how scholars pitch the guru-sishya in opposition to “neo gurus” or instructors 
within institutes, I highlight that there is still something delicate to be said about 
this new kind of guru and sishya relationship. While the time spent with each dance 
master may be brief, since students may move from one city to another, each is 
nonetheless an intense and unique encounter. In its brevity, ruptures and 
continuity of learning, there is a marked urban quality to the current guru-sishya 
relationships. It is this aspect of the pedagogical change that seems to be 
underrepresented in existing critical scholarship.   
 
The practice of Bharata Natyam today, cannot ignore the post-colonial 
contexts through which it has survived. Specifically with respect to the pedagogy 
and the ways in which the art is disseminated in transnational circuits, the 
sociological and aesthetic aspects of the dance take roots in post-Independence 
India. Amidst the institutionalization of Bharata Natyam that the scholars above 
highlight, there were still attempts to adhere with the gurukula mode of learning; 
the student live in the guru’s house. The pedagogy of hereditary dancers and 
indicative of authority, the sishya tends to all of the guru’s daily household chores in 
exchange for the knowledge that he gives. While the Kalakshetra system boasts of 
practicing gurukula insofar as the teachers and students reside on the same 
premises, the financial transactions and payable fees highlight modern conditions 
of monetary gains for cultural capital. As I have explored in the Introduction 
chapter, the articulation of the national identity through Bharata Natyam and the 
practice of that art for identification with the Motherland, foregrounds a 
transnational circuit of continued cultural creativity.  
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Scanning the status of the guru in Hindu traditions and within the Bharata 
Natyam culture, there is a bias towards the guru in dance pedagogy. However, this 
misrepresents the nature of the sishya within this relationship. While the dance 
master may have many students and a few dedicated disciples, an abiding sishya is 
still necessary to accord him or her the status of guru. Especially in the current 
urban contexts where students are free to choose which institution and individual 
they wish to learn the art from, it is important to recognize that the hierarchy that 
is maintained within the performance practice is shifting maybe, towards a more 
level playing field. 
 
 In A Thousand Plateaus (1987), Deleuze and Guattari discuss the idea of a 
‘rhizome’ may be used to understand theories of multiplicities and non-
hierarchical nodes of connections and ruptures.42 Drawing on their writing 
individually, the guru and sishya are rhizomes that are related to a multitude other 
networks of people, ideas and concepts. At the same time, they come together to 
form the unique pedagogy that underpins the dance practice. In this interaction, 
new connections are forged, existing ones are created anew and with time, 
connections expand further. Due to migratory patterns particular to urban 
contexts, students may cease lessons and continue the practice with another guru. 
This resonates with how the “rhizome may be broken, shattered at a given spot, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 In responding against the conventional metaphor of branches of a tree that grown outwards 
from a central root, Deleuze and Guattari argue for a more inclusive root-like organism “rhizome” 
that does away with authoritative sources of origin or binaries. They write: “any point of a 
rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be” (1987: 7).  	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but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines” (1987: 9). I 
propose borrowing Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of assemblage as a possible 
way to understand this guru-sishya relation as it features within the practice of 
Bharata Natyam in urban contexts.  
 
I find their analogy of the wasp-orchid assemblage and how each ‘become’ 
the other is particularly useful for understanding the guru-sishya bond and for 
reassessing the romantic account that pervades the practice of Bharata Natyam: 
 
The orchid deterritorializes by forming an image, a tracing of a wasp; but 
the wasp reterritorializes on that image. The wasp is nevertheless 
deterritorialized, becoming a piece in the orchid's reproductive apparatus. 
But it reterritorializes the orchid by transporting its pollen. Wasp and 
orchid, as heterogeneous elements, form a rhizome. It could be said that 
the orchid imitates the wasp, reproducing its image in a signifying fashion 
(mimesis, mimicry, lure, etc.). But this is true only on the level of the strata-
a parallelism between two strata such that a plant organization on one 
imitates an animal organization on the other. At the same time, something 
else entirely is going on: not imitation at all but a capture of code, surplus 
value of code, an increase in valence, a veritable becoming, a becoming-
wasp of the orchid and a becoming-orchid of the wasp. Each of these 
becomings brings about the deterritorialization of one term and the 
reterritorialization of the other; the two becomings interlink and form 
relays in a circulation of intensities pushing the deterritorialization ever 
further. There is neither imitation nor resemblance, only an exploding of 
two heterogeneous series on the line of flight composed by a common 
rhizome that can no longer be attributed to or subjugated by anything 
signifying (1987: 10). 
 
Decontextualizing the cultural significance of the infallible guru and 
submissive sishya and refashioning them with other individuals within the urban 
contexts functions as an enabling way to think beyond the hierarchical mode of 
instruction. The process of ‘becoming’ is more applicable to the sishya who 
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constantly imitates and repeats after the guru. Here, the guru stands for the 
embodied knowledge. In ‘becoming-guru’ the sishyas too bring along with their 
embodied self, aspects of the guru. This deterritoralizes as much as reterritorializes 
the guru. Similarly, being in contact with the sishya offers the guru a new set of 
relations that would otherwise not be made available. The guru then interacts with 
different sishyas and this necessarily changes other encounters. Such an 
appropriation of assemblage also underscores the continuation or parambara that 
Muni alludes to in the final chapter of the Natyasastra, ‘The descent of drama on 
the earth” (1950: 553-560). 
 
Theoretically, treating guru-sishya as an assemblage provides a viable 
framework to look anew at the bond. Yet, as a practitioner I am also sensitive to 
the religious and cultural associations of the relation that cannot be dismissed nor 
aptly captured in the framework. It is perhaps appropriate to borrow Alain 
Badiou’s idea of love as a scene for two, as he explores in his book In Praise of Love 
(2012). Although he discusses ‘love’ in relation to heterosexual romantic 
encounters, there are some commonalities to the guru-sishya bond. Firstly, Badiou 
highlights that two individuals must commit to and construct the love-based 
encounter. This encounter between two, the “Two Scene”, endures through time 
and various experiences. The codified expressions of love that one learns or 
performs within the Bharata Natyam convention, informs and reinvents the 
personal and social experiences of love, loving and being loved. That sensibility 
loops back not only to the performance lexicon, but also shapes the very 
relationship one has with the guru/sishya.  
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‘Becoming’ a sishya: Learning Love through Affective Pedagogy 
 Throughout the earlier sections, I have highlighted the prominence of the 
guru in Hindu traditions, Bharata Natyam culture and critical literature. Most 
practitioners regard the submission of the sishya as an indicator of reverence. 
While academics underscore the importance of the guru in their writings, they are 
interested in the changing pedagogical archetype when the dance becomes 
institutionalized. Yet, even in such a change, the delicate guru-sishya bond 
spearheads the very practice of Bharata Natyam. In this section, I draw on my 
experiences of learning from my guru Panicker within the institutional setting of 
Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society (SIFAS). I argue that the tacitly understood 
love shared between the guru and sishya evolves with each distinct experience of 
learning the codified expressions of Shringaara. The transitions from bhakti to rati to 
vatsalyam keeps pace with my emotional development. Encountering the guru twice 
a week in group settings and later in solo classes throws into relief personal and 
social experiences pertaining to these aspects of love.  
 
Drawing on my experiences of learning Bharata Natyam, I propose it is 
best characterized as an intense experience. Learning the art entails 
understanding the mythological content, re-creating that context through the 
stylized mudras where the guru physically manipulates the hands and fingers as well 
as a highly individualized instructional vocabulary that directs how students 
respond to the guru. From the pressing on the shoulders to deepen the araimandi to 
the intimidating image of the guru charging towards me with the threatening 
thattukazhi stick that keeps the rhythm of the dance works during class practice, 
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there are many tactile and affective instances that characterize the learning 
experience. It is through these instances that I, like many students, are initiated 
into Bharata Natyam. 
 
In the dance vocabulary, stylized and codified movement techniques that 
are carefully calibrated with eye coordination represent the various tints of 
Shringaara. There is no individual shape but a taxonomy of how to portray aspects 
of love. The learning process hence does not demand that students feel love, nor 
does one need to “love” the guru in order to learn the manifestations of Shringaara. 
It is hence difficult to find a linear correlation between the love-based guru-sishya 
bond and the Shringaara that is conjured during performances.  
 
I remember the initial stages where Panicker took classes at SIFAS. He 
was to replace the female teacher I was learning from. He was one of the first few 
male tutors to be employed for dance at the institution, but that did not affect my 
parents nor me. After all, physical education teachers in mainstream Singapore 
schools were men too. For a frail-looking child like myself, his towering height and 
especially the sudden agitated screams when any student performed the 
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The beat kept by the thattukazhi stick A typical vocal accompaniment 
Tha hatha jumthari tha,  
Jumthari jakathari thai 
Thatheengkinathom,  
Thaka Thatheengkinathom,  
Thaka thiku Thatheengkinathom 
Thaam, Thaam, Thaam  
Tha hatha jumthari tha,  
Jumthari jakathari YEEI! 
UTKAARU!! [translation from Tamil: 
Sit] Sit in Aramandi!!! [araimandi]  
Enna panreh nee?! [(Tamil): What are 
you doing? (indicating that one is performing 
the movements inaccurately)]   
Ethani thadavai solla, [(Tamil): How 
many times to tell you?] 
Manasalaayu?! [(Malayalam): Do you 
understand?] 
 
Even when this delivery was not directed at me, the alarming increase in 
volume caused me to become flustered and often to forget the next movement. 
Like many other dance teachers, he used the menacing thattukazhi stick to keep the 
rhythm. The banging against the hard wooden block often drowned other sounds. 
One can feel the vibrations on the floor and through one’s feet. Panicker’s voice 
alone would pierce through that din. English, gibberish, Tamil, Malayalam. After 
some time it was a cacophony. He would then charge towards us, slap the hand 
into position and press down on the shoulders to deepen the araimandi. It was an 
extremely intimidating and at times physically painful experience. 
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To a certain extent, learning the movement vocabulary of Bharata 
Natyam begins with learning about becoming a sishya. The codes of behaving 
within the dance class are distinct from those in mainstream schools that students 
like myself are familiar with. For instance the neutral position of standing with 
both ankles touching each other and with the hands tucked at the hip is in itself 
physically demanding for a fidgety young child. In the context of SIFAS, the 
employment of dance teachers is subject to approval by the government. As a 
result, it is usually common for teachers to stay for a two-year period before the 
employment pass is renewed, or another replaces them. Given this context, 
students need to become quickly accustomed to the unique body language and 
spoken lexicon of their new teachers. This then allows both parties to keep up with 
the curriculum.  
 
In “Embodiment and Performance in Pedagogy Research” Mia Perry and 
Carmen Medina foreground the body as an active site where learning, 
experiencing and becoming take place. They write: “the body in pedagogy works 
as site of cultural inscription where norms, practices, and symbols are inscribed by 
the body and for the body” (Perry and Medina 2011: 63). Bharata Natyam 
pedagogy also works on similar grounds. The guru plays an instrumental part in 
imparting the stylized gestures, poses and codified movement vocabulary to the 
sishya. Learning Bharata Natyam entails an experience of sensations and memory 
formations for the student. For most young children who are already familiar with 
parental love and appropriate affectionate display, it is through the guru that they 
encounter a formalized and socially acceptable display of love. Insofar as the guru 
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is a non-family member, his tactile intervention when correcting body postures, 
complicates social expressions of love. Furthermore, relying on the guru as the 
primary medium for understanding the codes and conventions of Bharata 
Natyam, the student may grow dependent. Hence the embodied means of 
learning expressions of Shringaara parallels the child’s emotional development and 
comprehension of love as it features in everyday interactions. 
 
Given the centrality of Shringaara in the performance repertoire, the initial 
drill-like movements may appear divorced from widely recognizable categories 
and expressions of love. However, this training disciplines the dancer’s body to 
perfect the form of the dance. This becomes a necessary preparation for students 
and the guru when they subsequently learn or teach the stylized expressions of 
love. 
 
During the early stages of learning, Shringaara is not taught as a feeling or 
in an affective register but a stylized expression defined by the codes of Bharata 
Natyam. For a young seven-year old with limited experience of life, love is a 
concept that is often confined to familial relationships or expressions from popular 
culture. From a pedagogical viewpoint, it is then simpler to explain aspects of 
bhakti than anything sensuous at this stage. Moreover there are specific mudras to 
conjure each Hindu deity, as highlighted in the Abhinaya darpana. The guru then 
becomes instrumental in teaching these embodied expressions. In accurately re-
producing the mudras, facial expressions and accompanying limb movements the 
sishya takes the first step for becoming-guru.  
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 As I have suggested earlier, Bharata Natyam pedagogy is directed towards 
a public display of a performance. However, there are also elements of performing 
within the process of learning in the private confines of the classroom. Watching 
and being watched are important aspects within the interactive encounter 
between guru and sishya. The teacher demonstrates representational narratives, the 
student copies those movements while observing herself in the mirror, knowing 
that the guru is scrutinizing the dancing: this is all part of the learning process. This 
is how the student is cultivated into understanding the performance convention. 
Thus, there is an intertwined nature between learning and performing. Besides 
the guru and sishya, an audience is almost always present. Parents arriving to pick 
their children, younger siblings of the students, students arriving for the next class 
and passersby watch these renditions too. Audiences can watch how the guru 
directs the students in depicting the stylized renditions of Shringaara. In these 
scenarios, the individual processes of learning and teaching are given a public 
face.  
  
Oh Lord Vishnu sleeping on a bed of serpents!  
I bow to you! 
 
Through the codes and conventions of Bharata Natyam, the dancer must 
conjure preordained descriptions. There is a meticulous and physically 
demanding way in which the student begins learning the solo representational 
form. Facing the mirror, I first learnt to conjure the ocean where Vishnu resides. 
Holding my palms, Panicker would shake out my arms to loosen the muscles to 
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achieve the fluid quality needed to conjure waves. My entire body has to absorb 
that shock such that my standing posture is not affected. I had to continue shaking 
out my hands as Panicker held my elbows at naatyarambam level, thus creating a 
constriction in the movements. I could feel a pronounced sensation in the lower 
arm and fingers. In my mirror reflection, I could see an embodied interpretation 
of the ocean waves.  
 
Panicker would also give specific instructions on how to differentiate 
between the God and devotee that is important for setting up the relationship of 
bhakti. It is through tactile intervention that recognizable Bharata Natyam 
representations are cultivated. With both his hands, Panicker would shift the 
position of my head so that my face was in profile. “Mela, Antha corner 
paaru..Gambeerama paaru” [“look into the far top corner of the classroom. Look 
majestic”]. In telling me to look “majestic”, Panickker too would showcase his 
interpretation of the term. He would calibrate how much I needed to bend, when 
I bowed as a devotee. It was dependent on each individual student’s build. Then I 
stretched both arms out at a 45° gradient, as if looking at the image of Vishnu that 
I had conjured earlier. Part of creating bhakti onstage lay in amplifying the 
majestic nature of the gods and the submissive status of the devotee. A nod or 
smile from Panicker, which I was highly dependent on, would indicate that I was 
on the right track. 
 
Looking at one’s reflection in the mirror while looking towards the guru for 
approval, the sishya grants authority to the master. The various amounts of 
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pressure placed on the wrists, head, heel and shoulder carefully shape the way the 
sishya comes to understand and embody the movement lexicon of Shringaara. 
Having the guru manipulate one’s limbs is a sensation many dancers are familiar 
with. However, this touch is not always tender. The touch immediately gives the 
guru control over the dancer’s body and this may not be beneficial if the student is 
repeatedly performing the movements inaccurately. The guru can jerk the elbows 
into position or hit the ankles with the thattukazhi stick. Yet it is through this 
physical contact that a dancer comes to understand the sensations necessary to 
showcase the narrative and the related bhakti. 
 
To a large extent, the quality of touch and touching are central aspects of 
Bharata Natyam pedagogy. Prostrating before the guru and touching the feet for 
blessings sets up a certain hierarchy between the two. The physical contact that 
the soles of my feet have with parquet floor and the occasional slips I have due to 
sweaty soles offer a different sensation. Like most pedagogy, the Bharata Natyam 
dance curriculum also keeps pace with the emotional development of the student. 
It is at the juncture when romantic interests are introduced as another shade of 
Shringaara, where touch and touching become a sensitive topic to discuss.43  
 
The stage where mythological narratives featuring heterosexual 
relationships are taught often coincides with a student’s adolescence, and sexual 
maturing. I suggest that insofar as a mutually trusting relationship is forged 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 The most recent arrest of guru Syed Pasha on his inappropriate sexual advances on his disabled 
female students highlights the fragility of the guru-sishya relationship in current contexts. 
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between guru and sishya leading up to this learning phase, these renditions can be 
explored in some detail. Offering a translation of and highlighting suggestive 
connotations of the poetry, the guru allows the sishya to begin interpreting the song. 
While the guru may not need to correct the formalistic movements, there is the 
need to enhance the body posture of the dancer to achieve an ideal Beauty, one 
that is primarily modeled after Hindu temple architecture. 
 
The objectification of the dancer’s body onstage makes the learning 
process delicate. This is especially so when romance based Radha-Krishna 
depictions are discussed. The guru often needs to calibrate the angle in which the 
chin and hips are tilted in order to condition the body and create Beauty. 
Compared to the manipulation of the limbs, touching these specific parts of the 
body is more intimate. Adolescent dancers can find this touch sensuous. Young 
dancers may desensitize themselves to the touch as a coping mechanism or simply 
to facilitate learning. Gurus may rely on other senior students to meet this Ideal to 
ease any unwanted suggestions. Regardless of how it is done, there still remains a 
tenacious link between touch, the sexual and the suggestive poetry.  
 
In Politics of Touch: Sense, Movement, Sovereignty (2007), Erin Manning 
discusses the role of touch in Tango as it relates to political structures of gender, 
violence, sexuality, democracy and identity. Pitching tango as a partnership dance 
instead of the mostly exoticized notion of a passion dance, Manning explores how 
the ‘touch’ and ‘touching’ the partner allows the body to be both singular and 
plural. She posits “To touch is to share” (2007: 13). In tango, the touching then 
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becomes the point of contact between two bodies that then operate as a single 
entity within the performance context. By contrast, the touching found in Bharata 
Natyam, tends towards a different function. In the solo performance form, there is 
no reason or necessity to touch anyone. Yet, I propose that the touch, touching 
and being touched within its affective pedagogy allows the student to forge a 
partnership with the guru. Unlike tango, where the touch is manifest in the 
movement vocabulary, the touching is manifest in Bharata Natyam performance 
in an ancillary manner. 
 
Remembering tactility and later conjuring those sensations are ways in 
which the young dancer learns to perform narratives on romantic love. Learning 
to perform Radha-Krishna narratives illustrates this point. Krishna pulling at 
Radha’s saree to get her attention or Radha feeling the lover holding her at the 
waist are conventional ways of expressing Shringaara. To a certain extent, such 
similar sensations of love are familiar for the adolescent student. However, the guru 
plays a pivotal role in teaching the sishya the codified manner of switching between 
the characters to evoke the touching. Since there is a mutually trusting 
relationship that has formed between the guru and sishya, the master may gently 
push the students shoulders forward such that she trips a little. “Thirumbi paaru” 
[“Look behind at who pushed you”] predicating a cause and effect that conjures 
that touching sensation. This is also how the student becomes-Radha-Krishna. 
With both arms extended and crossing over each other, the soloist appears to be 
rotating on her own. However, it is the guru who instructs her to dip and raise her 
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gaze to conjure the two characters. This is how the actual physical contact 
between Radha and Krishna is manifest. 
 
As a practitioner, I propose that in these manifestations, there are 
embodied memories of the guru ‘touch’. The physical touching—gentle or 
otherwise—allows the student to understand its associated sensations. Accustomed 
to performing as a soloist, that hand on the shoulders has a different resonance. 
Remembering and later re-conjuring sensations of touch onstage create important 
markers for expressing recognizable versions of love and Shringaara. At the same 
time, the individual agency of the guru cannot be underplayed. Even at SIFAS 
where Kalakshetra Bharata Natyam is taught, Panicker had a style distinct from the 
other teachers. Since it is a solo performing art, a unique style is necessary for 
differentiating between the many dances. Thus, in learning from the guru, the 
student was also embodying aspects of how the guru would usually perform. For 
example, the percussive footwork that ended each dance phrase would often be 
lengthy in Panicker’s choreography.  
 
There is a pronounced streak of nurturing contained in that process of 
teaching. This paves way for a certain intimacy that is forged through the 
practice. The intimacy that I am proposing is one different from more widely 
established categories of love relationships. This intimacy is not of physical contact 
between tangible bodies but pertains to a closeness and interdependency between 
two individuals. It is often formed over a period of time or after an intense 
encounter. Returning to the idea of guru-sishya as an assemblage, I argue that this 
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assemblage is largely determined by a sense of desirability. It is often through this 
desirability that the sishya partakes and allows for the guru to becoming-guru.  
 
The desirability that I am proposing is distinct from desire and is inspired 
from a contemporary philosophy on love. As Zygmunt Bauman expresses in Liquid 
Love, “Desire is the wish to consume. To imbibe, devour, ingest and digest—
annihilate” (2003: 9). Closely related to lusting after the flesh, desire also has the 
connotation of power. There is an urge to destroy the other in the process of 
seducing that unexplored alterity (9). Desire then tends towards a destructive 
aggression. The guru-sishya relationship does not evolve out of such a self-centered 
variation on love although there are instances where students aim to outshine 
their gurus. I propose that the desirability in learning from and growing with the 
guru, is like love in Bauman’s sense of the term. Learning from the guru does not 
annihilate them. On the contrary, reproducing their style and techniques expands 
the figure of the guru. The guru becomes a centrifugal impulse that allows both 
parties to grow. 
 
There is a complex circularity of touch, intimacy, dependency and 
independence within Bharata Natyam pedagogy. This nexus of feelings also 
teaches the student the stylized, socially acceptable and public display of 
Shringaara. The intense feelings towards the other constantly change and alter the 
nature of the attachment in Bharata Natyam pedagogy. Fear, anxiety, frustration, 
annoyance, pride and satisfaction are some of the many intense emotive states 
that both guru and sishya often undergo. Thus, there is no clearly marked 
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hierarchical structure, and both parties continue to create and recreate that bond. 
In doing so, new bonds are created and existing ones created anew.  
 
Becoming guru-sishya: An Enduring Encounter 
 As I have illustrated in the survey of the guru within Hindu tradition and 
the practice of Bharata Natyam, gurus are placed on a pedestal by both parents 
and students. The guru is expected to be a stable entity and is one who exudes 
something of the dance tradition and the “traditional” that students can learn 
from. To a significant degree, the practice of Bharata Natyam and the guru offers 
parents and students alike some stability amidst an otherwise fast-paced and 
chaotic everyday life.  
 
Practitioners and scholars alike concede that surrendering oneself to the 
guru is the best way of learning the respectable art of Bharata Natyam. However, 
the guru is not a static entity. The guru too changes with time. Aging and its 
associated bodily changes is something that gurus, like all other people, undergo. 
This may result in them altering the way they teach dance. For instance, they may 
transition from sitting cross-legged on the floor to a comfortable chair when 
teaching. Like in other relationships, the physiological and other psychological 
changes that one party faces, affects the other. It follows that changes in the sishya 
too may cause changes to this guru-sishya assemblage. Through these changes the 
love-based pedagogical variation on love also evolves.  
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Given the ways in which Shringaara is manifest through the highly stylized 
movement lexicon that is taught by a single guru, there is a complexity attached to 
my learning of this respectable art. In this section I focus on my guru’s sex change 
to contextualize the stability granted to the guru, and argue for how the assemblage 
constantly evolves. Although such a radical transformation of this nature does not 
echo transformations that most other gurus undergo, it nonetheless allows one to 
think anew about the guru-sishya bond. In changing from Girish to Maalika, the 
teaching process itself did not change drastically. Yet, observing the master in a 
saree as compared to jibba is initially quite startling. The visible weight gain due to 
the hormonal injections further highlights the radical bodily changes that the guru 
underwent. The now transgendered Maalika Girish Panicker, is a popular media-
icon and a well-liked judge at dance reality shows aired over the local Tamil 
television channel Vasantham. She is also a saree model for Chennai-based 
Kumaran Silks. Leaving SIFAS and starting up her own dance school Aakash 
Ganga in 2009, Maalika still teaches students and actively performs the art. In the 
rather conservative local Bharata Natyam community, Maalika challenges the 
widely accepted notions of the guru as a stable entity. 
 
While my relationship with Panicker is not defined by the sex change 
alone, it throws into relief how changes that gurus and sishyas undergo encourage 
them to reinvent their relationship. Where does a sishya like myself fit into this 
equation? How does the student interpret these bodily changes? Given these 
circumstances, how then can she renegotiate the relationship that she has with the 
guru?  
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To a certain degree, Maalika now embodies aspects of being a non-
conventional guru teaching an art form that is held as a traditional living fossil in 
Singapore. Although the space of the transgendered community is gaining 
increasing acceptance here, insofar as the Bharata Natyam community is 
concerned, her position of being transgendered is problematic. Located in a 
migrant nation like Singapore where ideas of traditional arts continue to be in 
circulation as ethnic markers, Maalika complicates the ways in which a 
transgendered body—a new concept for the practice of Bharata Natyam that does 
not even include cross-dressing—circulates that reputable high-art. Maalika allows 
me to rethink gender politics and sexuality specifically in relation to the love-based 
pedagogy. The love-based guru-sishya relationship may not be as “sacred” as other 
scholars set it up to be. However, it remains personal, intimate and creates a 
special kind of love relationship.  
 
In and of itself, the radical psychophysical change has little impact on 
Maalika’s Bharata Natyam practice. Bharata Natyam as an art is an embracing 
and somewhat empowering medium of expression in this respect. At cultural 
events where Maalika performs with her students, the formalistic nritta and 
colourful costumes that create formations and floor patterns, takes away attention 
from sexuality politics. Moreover, in the solo format of Bharata Natyam, Maalika 
still needs to conjure multiple mythological characters. Given that it is 
commonplace for male dancers to manifest female characters through the codes 
and conventions of Bharata Natyam, in instances where Maalika portrays lovers 
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like Radha and Krishna, her newfound sexuality becomes pronounced for the 
knowing audience.  
 
As an expert spectator I worked closely with her during her initial 
performances, presented shortly after the medical procedure. This is perhaps the 
first instance where as a sishya, I began observing my guru in a new light. Through 
her solo rendition Sthri (2010), she offered a coming out production by formally 
introducing herself as Maalika. Naming each dance work with a Maalika suffix, 
she appeared to reiterate her new identity through the familiar performance 
mode.  
 
It is perhaps Maalika’s collaboration with Sanjay Shantaram’s Shivapriya 
School of Dance for Roopa Viroopa that intersects most acutely with discussions on 
sexuality, trans-sexuality and love. Roopa Viroopa (2010) is an adaptation of the 
well-known fairytale Beauty and the Beast, and Maalika took on the female lead 
Belle/Vasunthra. Roopa Viroopa followed the fairytale closely and had easily 
identifiable characters like the Prince/Beast, Belle, her father Maurice, and the 
suitor Gaston. There was even an appropriation of “Something There”, complete 
with the chirping birds, where the Bharata Natyam lexicon was used to conjure 
the beauty of nature and its Shringaara-evoking capacity. Stylized fight sequences 
between the wolves and Beast and Beast and Gaston, and the union between 
Vasunthra and the Prince are familiar instances of the narrative that borrowed 
from the Bharata Natyam movement lexicon. 
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In her influential book Gender Trouble, Judith Butler comments on 
Beauvoir’s proposition that one becomes a woman. Butler writes “Gender is the 
repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid 
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, 
of a natural sort of being” (1990: 45). To a significant extent, the codified form of 
Bharata Natyam enables Maalika to echo her identity. In the hour-long Roopa 
Viroopa, Maalika’s new gender was accentuated by almost all the semiotic 
components: skirt costume, makeup, hairdo, movements that signified some kind 
of pining for an elusive prince charming, and the female vocalist providing the 
soundscape. Since it was a group recital, the other dancers too helped create this 
identity for Maalika. The male and female dancers onstage offer easily 
recognizable ideologies of gender identity, and Maalika aligned her performance 
with the latter. Through the fictive persona, Maalika reiterated her new identity. 
Rendered within months of Sthri and shortly after her operation, there was a 
willful performing of this newfound gender. Utilizing the form that she was well 
trained in, these performances increased the visibility of this figure in a new role.  
 
Besides her performances themselves, the alteration in her instruction is 
also visible within the Singapore Youth Festival (SYF) competitive framework. 
During the initial period, Girish borrowed cinema melodies such as “Rang De” 
from Thakshak (1999), “Dola Re” from Devdas (2002) and “Nee Varumbodhu” 
from Mazhai (2005). With these refrains, he created dance works using Bharata 
Natyam lexicon as well as novel floor patterns. In the years leading up to the sex 
change, Maalika choreographed around Hindu mythological characters like 
	   142 
Mahisasura Mardini, Shiva and Shakthi. In doing so, she highlighted her cultural 
sensitivity towards the fact that Bharata Natyam and religion are interwoven. She 
seemed to foreground her training as a Kalakshetra graduate. In doing so, she 
claimed creative authority over her dance works and presented them as part of a 
lineage. While she suppressed the image of “Girish”, she still stressed the 
embodied knowledge from a reputed Bharata Natyam institution. Some may 
argue that Maalika’s willful allegiance to the traditional Kalakshetra lineage is an 
overcompensation for her sex change. However it is also possible that teaching 
experiences that are shaped by Kalakshetra and SIFAS styles of pedagogy, creates 
the continuation for how she teaches. 
 
Other changes in Maalika’s instructional approach also reflected the 
implication of her sexual transformation. The recovery period prevented her from 
practicing the art consistently, and therefore affected her stamina. As a 
consequence, the more rigorous formalistic aspect of dance that Girish was well 
known for, give way to more nuanced, slower-tempo dramatic actions. The 
incorporation of the slow-paced feminine dance form Mohini Attam in her 
choreography also suited her aging and healing process. Students joining her 
tutelage at Aakash Ganga, appear to reflect this new style that Maalika has created 
for herself. On the contrary, disciples like myself still retain much of Girish’s style 
of dancing. In my renditions, I maintain lengthier footwork in place of pauses and 
basic adavus that are reconfigured into different permutations.  
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While I had learnt the Kalashetra style from a graduate of that esteemed 
institution, that guru is now at the crossroads of forging a different kind of heritage 
for herself and her students. Much of the guru-sishya relationship is also founded on 
the continued practice and dissemination of the guru’s style. This parambara, or an 
uninterrupted succession from one generation to the next, seems to be of a 
different kind when I look at Girish, Maalika and myself. 
 
It is when I occasionally teach the young students at Aakash Ganga that I 
am doubly aware of the ways in which I am part of a splintered lineage. Firstly, 
when I demonstrate how certain movements have to be executed, I am in some 
sense recreating instances from how I remember learning them from Girish. 
However, in embracing her new sexual identity, Maalika tends to use a more 
nurturing and gentle way of talking to young children. There is no hitting of the 
limbs. I need to then create a new style for teaching and disseminating this 
embodied knowledge. I still do maintain some amounts of touch while teaching, 
but it appears distinct from Girish’s style. 
 
Secondly, the content and context in which I teach students also 
encourages me to decipher aspects of continuity and change. I usually teach 
Aakash Ganga students dance works that I was a part of many years ago. Maalika 
uploads the DVD onto social media platforms like YouTube, and students learn 
the dance work by watching me amongst other dancers.44 My role during contact 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 An example can be found at the following links. It is Valli-Theivanai dance where I performed the 
portions of the forest-dwelling Valli:  
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time is to gear the students towards performances, including those for the Navaratri 
festival. Needing to refresh my memory on the sequence of movements, I 
sometimes watch myself dance in the recordings before correcting some of the 
students’ postures. At times, the camera features a close-up on the lead dancer and 
hence omits the dance phrases done by the ensemble. I have to rely on my 
memory and experiences of working on the dance in order to teach students. I 
have seen some Aakash Ganga students from the time they had been much 
younger at SIFAS, and they too participated in some of the dance dramas that are 
revisited for current Navaratri performances. These sessions then provide spaces for 
students and myself to participate in the shared experience of re-learning some of 
the dance items that we are somewhat familiar with. 
 
As a sishya, I watched Girish’s demonstrations, watched my reflection in 
the mirror and watched him watch my renditions. In the context of teaching the 
students at Aakash Ganga, I could watch them watching me: on YouTube and in 
the flesh as I stood before about fifteen pairs of eyes. It is a different sensation. The 
recordings were performances when I was actively performing Bharata Natyam, 
as compared to now. Hence when students ask me to perform some movements, 
especially the folk Valli dance segment for which both Girish and I received much 
praise, I am extremely conscious of the gaze. Some had watched it live during 
their formative years, while others relied on the YouTube copy. In my 
reconstruction of that well-liked item, there are aspects of Girish that flicker in the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Part 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Y5uLE_QwUA 
Part 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-l_BDn5k48k 
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choreography. As they watch on, I am confronted with questions: Where does 
‘Girish’ end and ‘Maalika’ emerge? While Maalika herself may not consider such 
a transition important, to what extent does it affect a sishya’s continuation in the 
dance form as a practitioner or teacher?  
 
It is my participation in a local reality television Bharata Natyam dance 
competition that allows me to look anew at my position as a sishya of Maalika and 
a choreographer in my own right. The introduction of Salangai Oli 2010 on 
Vasantham allows trained dancers to take the next step of becoming “mentor-
choreographers.” This term in part highlights the “guru or teacher?” debate that I 
Prickett raises. In the show, many dancers like myself were paired with younger 
dancers from other institutions in order to create thematic dance works. My 
mentee was Brintha Sivabalan, a student of Neila Sathyalingam. Sathyalingam is 
a Cultural Medallion recipient and is highly regarded by the local Bharata 
Natyam community. Expert dancers who have inspired my generation of dancers, 
Priyalatha Arun, Roshini Pillai and V Balakrishnan were the resident judges. This 
initiative by Hummingbird Films production house provided a useful space for 
students from varying institutes to come together.  
 
While the camera picked up on the performances that were rendered at 
the recording studio, the process of creating works that was not documented on 
film allowed me to explore the teaching of my style to another. Over the course of 
the competition, I slapped Brintha’s limbs into position, tugged at her hair and 
made her spin around. Yet these were sensations that I needed her to conjure 
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during the performances. The given theme for the final competitive round was as 
follows: 
 
The "flow of a river from its source to the sea". Using this as a metaphor 
you should develop a dance sequence that uses the river as a symbol of any 
aspect of human life. The many features of the river should be explored 
and linked with life experiences. Your piece must coherently tell a story 
narrative with a clear message (E-Mail correspondence with producers 
dated 12 February 2010). 
 
I modeled the final performance after the guru-sishya relationship. Given 
the local context where austerity is given to the master, foregrounding the 
relationship would strike a chord with many practitioners. From a shrewd 
competitive point of view, this is content that cannot be rivaled and I will explain 
how it fits with the theme. In the dance choreography I highlighted the guru as a 
pivotal force for a young student to realize her potential in the dance form. As a 
practitioner I strongly believe that my experience in dance should not be divorced 
from other life experiences. The path of learning this heavily codified dance form 
like Bharata Natyam was never a smooth one. It started as a weekly fun-filled 
activity when my mother insisted I learnt the form. Later, however, it changed. As 
the steps became more challenging, I wanted to give up and it was with my guru’s 
persistent encouragement that I continued. With my Arangetram I gained more 
experience and became part of the Bharata Natyam community in Singapore. 
This was my personal experience. Yet it also an experience that most dancers can 
identify with. Hence, I likened a dancer’s journey to the flow of the river.  
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In line with the producer’s guidelines, I edited various classical music 
pieces to create the narrative. Usually the first item in an orthodox Bharata 
Natyam repertoire, I chose a song in praise of Lord Ganesha and choreographed 
the young child attending the classes for the very first time. To be well aligned 
with the river theme, I incorporated the popular “Vathapi Ganapathi” by the 
Jalatharangam artist Anayampatti S Dhandani. 45 Sequencing a jathi I suggested 
how the young dancer, who wants to give up after missing a beat, tries the entire 
sequence again due to the probing of the guru. Karaikudi R Mani’s Laya Kavitha, a 
song written in praise of the guru, marked the arangetram of the young girl in my 
sequence. A crescendo Sarod piece by Ustad Amjad Ali Khan completed the piece 
and the felicitations the young dancer receives. 
 
Winning the season highlights something particular about the content I 
chose. In the context of Singapore where authority and authenticity is ascribed to 
the figure of the master or guru in relation to the traditional arts it would have 
been blasphemous for a dance work paying homage to the guru-sishya not to win. 
Working closely with the mentee for about six weeks and forging a continuing 
relationship, the competitive framework foregrounds that intense encounter that 
endures between Maalika and myself. Taking part in Salangai Oli 2010 created a 
chance encounter between Brintha and me. Similarly, there is an intense and 
enduring encounter between guru-sishya that the practice of Bharata Natyam 
enables.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Jalatharangam consists of bowls of water(of varying depth) that are struck to create a melodious 
sound. 
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As an inflection of my guru, winning this reality competition also meant an 
accolade for Maalika. Moreover, this was a way of pledging my allegiance to her 
after her sexual transformation and bold move of leaving SIFAS. Although she 
was aware of the various decisions I had made for each of the competitive rounds, 
she allowed me to grow as a practitioner and did not interfere in the 
choreographic process. Her feedback always came only after each of the round 
was televised. Like in the SIFAS classes where Girish scrutinized my renditions, 
Maalika was watching my choreography but this time through a mediatized 
reproduction. As a guru, she was watching how her sishya was developing as a 
practitioner. At the same time, my development also influences and affects my 
interactions with her.  
 
In Badiou’s sense of the “Two Scene”, my independent experiences shape 
the ways in which the love-based guru-sishya relationship evolves. There are also 
more opportunities for practitioners to take master classes by established Bharata 
Natyam master-teachers as well as those who have mastered other forms. The 
biennial event ConversAsians organized by the Esplande offers a platform for such 
interaction. Other intensive dance training programs like DanceIntense, jointly 
organized by Sampradaya Dance Creations (Canada), Sampad (UK) and York 
University and Dance India (Asia Pacific) organized by Milapfest (UK) and 
Apsaras Arts (Singapore) offer avenues for trained dancers to familiarize 
themselves with various demands. This exposure to myriad forms and styles of 
dance influence and shape my own dancing as well as teaching.   
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Returning to the questions of parambara, there is perhaps a multiplicity of 
lineages that is occurring with Panickker and myself. In the current context, there 
is greater exposure to other styles of dance. With Maalika’s makeover in dance 
style and the different ways in which we both teach the new batch of students, my 
lineage is now fractured or splintered. Perhaps it reflects a condition of being 
located in Singapore; a condition that I now embody through my dance practice.  
 
An Abrupt End to Learning? 
 In this chapter, I surveyed how the guru is regarded within Hindu tradition, 
Indian mythology and in the practice of Bharata Natyam. I noted that the guru is 
often deified in the literature, and dance students and parents alike elevate the 
Bharata Natyam guru to god-like status. I propose that there is an undervaluation 
of the sishya in these critical contexts and suggest understanding the guru-sishya 
relationship as an assemblage. Drawing on my experience as a Bharata Natyam 
practitioner, I have argued that the guru-sishya bond is a tacitly understood love-
based relationship that teaches students the stylized depictions of Shringaara.  
 
 Over the next two sections, I investigated the guru-sishya relation as a 
variety of love found within the pedagogical structure of Bharata Natyam. I firstly 
explored how a young student is initiated into becoming a sishya. The specific 
conventions found in the Bharata Natyam structure allows the child to learn the 
codified behavior associated with the status of a sishya. Building on a mutually 
trusting relationship with the guru, the child is then taught the Bharata Natyam 
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movement lexicon and depictions of Shringaara through a visceral and experiential 
manner.  
 
I foregrounded the role of touch as being particularly important for 
affective pedagogy. In the physical touching and manipulation of the students’ 
limbs, the guru ensures that the child executes the formalistic movements correctly. 
Students too, remember the sensations of being touched with particular intensity 
and re-conjure them during stage recitals. There is a delicate relationship between 
touch, intimacy, dependency and independence and when the sishya performs 
onstage, a touch of the guru becomes visible. In so far as the student embodies the 
guru’s style of dancing, there is a continuity that can be established between both of 
them. Thus, the guru-sishya bond becomes strengthened and evolves much like in a 
love-based relationship. 
 
Contrary to the assumption that the guru offers stability in otherwise fast-
paced and rapidly changing modern urban contexts, I highlight that the guru too is 
constantly changing due to age and aspects of their own personal life. Similar to 
other love-based relationships, changes that one party undergoes necessarily affect 
the dynamics of the relationship. Focusing on my guru’s transformation through a 
sex change operation, I propose how the sishya’s reception of the guru forces a 
change in the delicate bond. While the medical procedure in itself does not alter 
the dance style, it throws into relief how such a drastic change may affect the 
nature of the tacitly understood guru-sishya bond. Dealing with ideas of continuity, 
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lineage and parambara I emphasize in my particular case, the multiplicity of lineage 
correlated to ideas of heritage as they feature in current urban societies.  
 
For the continuing practice of Bharata Natyam, the guru operates as a 
centrifugal force not only for teaching sishyas the art. In so far as the students teach 
the art to others, the guru also partakes in the circulation of the art form. To a 
certain extent this guru-sishya relationship that evolves with time and each 
individual’s experiences, is similar to some contemporary dancers who work with 
a choreographer for an extended period of time. It is a working relation that 
evolves into an interpersonal relationship. The growth of dance companies is often 
reflected in such an intertwined bond where both choreographer and dancers 
engage in a nurturing relation of sorts. Beyond the dance works themselves, it is in 
the process of art making, much alike the learning phases of Bharata Natyam, 
where both parties participate in an enduring relationship.  
 
In this chapter, I have highlighted the tender relationship between guru 
and sishya as a form of Shringaara. However, aspects of contemporary dance 
making and the relationships forged between choreographers and dancers offer a 
parallel for this guru-sishya love. In the film Pina (2011), made after the death of 
Pina Bausch, the dancers of Tanztheater Wuppertal performed some of her most 
famous dance works, and talked about Bausch. Distinctive to Bausch’s 
choreographic style is in the way she creates works around the personalities of her 
dancers, working with them over several decades. Perhaps what makes the film 
poignant to a Bharata Natyam dancer like myself is the fraility of the human bond 
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caused by death. There is an acute sense of loss and being at a loss as the dancers 
share anecdotes about her. Such emotional estrangement faced by Bausch’s 
dancers follows a similar trajectory to that outlined by Katrak when she writes on 
the death of her guru Medha Yodh. Although each dancer is an independent 
performer, the relationship forged with the choreographer or guru highlights an 
acute dependence on this figure for artistic and later emotional guidance. The 
dancer then needs to negotiate her new identity without the guru, where the 
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CHAPTER THREE 
EMBRACING VATSALYAM: VARIATIONS ON MATERNAL LOVE 
 
In the previous chapters, I explored two unique variations on love that 
feature in Bharata Natyam. Firstly I analyzed the figure of Krishna and discussed 
how dance works on romance and maternal love become manifestations of bhakti. 
In depictions of Radha-Krishna, the eventual union of the lovers parallels the 
Hindu spiritual worldview where the mortal soul becomes a part of the Supreme 
being. The bhakti slant in the Yeshoda-Krishna pair also conforms to such a 
devotional understanding. Secondly, I argued for the tacitly understood love 
between guru and sishya as a unique strand of love in the practice of Bharata 
Natyam. I explored how the independent guru and sishya entities become one 
interdependent guru-sishya assemblage that evolves with time and alongside 
changes that both parties undergo. In both these instances, the union between two 
separate characters or individuals is privileged.  
 
In this chapter, I explore another distinct variety of love that is rooted in 
the moment when a relationship is created to celebrate the unique multiplication 
of two individuals: vatsalyam. This vatsalyam strand of Shringaara, as I have briefly 
explored in my chapter on Krishna, privileges the maternal love and affection that 
a parent has for a child. When it is performed, it is almost always that the mother-
child relationship that is central for composing and comprehending vatsalyam. Yet 
the kind of parental love which vatsalyam narratives forward in Bharata Natyam, 
appear to parallel quotidian expressions of mother’s love. For this reason an 
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investigation into vatsalyam, like interpretations of rati Shringaara, has the potential 
to move between the stylized reputable artform of the Gods and a more complex 
humanly rooted recognition of the concept.  
 
When One becomes Two 
In the performance context of Bharata Natyam, the concept of the Mother 
is mostly celebrated in its abstract form. Firstly closely associated with 
representations of bhakti, Hindu mythological Goddesses from the demure 
Saraswati to the destructive Kali are depicted and celebrated as Mothers. Here, 
there is a conflation between bhakti and vatsalyam much like the hierarchical 
relationship between devotee and the deity. Given this context, male Gods too are 
represented through the mother mudra, where it alludes to the nurturing nature of 
the God.46 Insofar as these religious characters create and protect their devotees, 
the parental strand of vatsalyam is attributed to them. In these instances, vatsalyam is 
not gendered in our conventional understanding of maternal love, but rather is 
best understood as a tender variety of parental love in relation to a religious 
sentiment.  
 
Indicative of the ways in which Bharata Natyam adapts to its current 
transnational status, is the frequent inclusion of patriotic songs into the 
conventional repertoire. Songs like Vande Mataram (Hail to the Motherland) usually 
mark the end of Bharata Natyam recitals that are performed in cities outside of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Drawing on my expertise in the dance form, I will shortly highlight how the mother mudra 
enables the dancers to think beyond the form. 
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India. Such performances become a way of reminiscing about the Motherland 
while away from home.47 Vande Mataram celebrates the bountiful rivers and forests 
of the country and elevates the status of Mother India by likening her to the 
Goddesses Durga and Lakshmi, which are indicative of power and prosperity 
respectively. I suggest that the motherland that is depicted in works like Vande 
Mataram allude to the abstract concept of sources and origin. In doing so, that too 
becomes a widely identifiable Mother that is becoming more prominent in 
Bharata Natyam recitals. 
 
However, the kind of vatsalyam that I am interested in for this chapter deals 
with a less abstract idea of the mother. I propose looking at the tender relationship 
between mother and child as a distinct variety of Shringaara. Based on my 
observations of many Bharata Natyam performances and my own expertise in the 
form, such mother-child relationships stem from religious mythological stories. 
Parvathi-Ganesh and Parvathi-Murugan are some mother-son examples that 
students become familiar with through their practice of the religion and dance. 
and as they may also observe within popular culture. For these reasons, it is 
difficult to consider the Bharata Natyam form without this vatsalyam manifestation 
of love. To a significant degree, because both mother and son characters are part 
of Hindu mythology often frames such performances within a religious sentiment. 
As such, a reception of bhakti nonetheless becomes associated with such maternal 
expressions of love. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 A reference to Mother India is often argued to be inherent to the etymology of ‘Bhaarata 
Natyam’ or the Dance of India. However, as O’Shea points out that such a translation is 
inaccurate.  
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I suggest that there is distinctive tenderness in Yeshoda-Krishna 
manifestations of vatsalyam. I do acknowledge that my bias towards Krishna stems 
from my associations with him as an imagined dance partner, that I have 
elaborated on in chapter one. To a significant degree, there is a delicate process of 
learning to become Yeshoda; a drastically different relationship from that forged 
between Radha-Krishna. Yet unlike Parvathi who is accepted and celebrated as a 
Goddess in Hindu religious narratives, may feature alongside Shiva as his consort 
and depicted as the divine force that created her sons Ganesh and Murugan, 
Yeshoda is only featured as the mother of Krishna. Different from Parvathi whose 
character can be portrayed without Shiva or the sons, Yeshoda’s status is defined 
and glorified insofar as she is associated with her son Krishna. Specifically, unlike 
the other God-mothers that feature in the conventional Bharata Natyam 
repertoire with respect to vatsalyam, Yeshoda is a human character that achieves a 
heightened social standing because of her relationship to Krishna. 
 
Most of the time, narratives on Krishna’s childhood provide fertile 
material for dancers to create vatsalyam pieces. Yeshoda-Krishna is often heighted 
as the epitome of maternal affection. Yeshoda reprimanding Krishna for stealing 
buttermilk by tying him up highlights how the almighty form of Krishna is bound 
by his mother’s love. In moments where Krishna reveals that the entire world is 
contained within him and his god-like, Yeshoda’s status is heightened. She is not 
just another mother; she is the blessed one who is the primary caregiver for the 
god-child Krishna. This sentiment resonates in Hindu Indian culture through 
Carnatic songs like Paapanaasam Sivan’s enna thavam seithanai Yeshoda [“What 
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penance did you do Yeshoda”]. In the song, the poet expresses his awe for 
Yeshoda since the Almighty Krishna himself calls her “amma” [mother] and that 
she is so blessed to be able to carry, rock him to sleep and feed him milk. Here, 
her status is raised and the otherwise mortal character of Yeshoda is given 
immunity. 
 
 In his book The Art of Loving (1956), Erich Fromm offers another 
interpretation of vatsalyam that is biologically based. He asserts that “Love” is the 
faculty to love in its different forms including brotherly love, motherly love, erotic 
love, self-love and love for God. Maternal and paternal love differ from each other 
insofar as the former is unconditional. He continues to elaborate that the mutual 
dependence between mother and child makes the relationship unique: 
 
Symbiotic union has its biological pattern in the relationship between the 
pregnant mother and the foetus. They are two, and yet one. They live 
“together” (sym-biosis), they need each other. The foetus is a part of the 
mother, it receives everything it needs from her; the mother is its world, as 
it were; she feeds it, she protects it but also her own life is enhanced by it. 
In the psychic symbiotic union, the two bodies are independent, but the 
same kind of attachment exists psychologically (1956, 18-19).  
 
Fromm’s proposition foregrounds the importance of the biological mother 
almost at the complete absence of the father, who is necessary for procreation. 
Furthermore, given the changing dynamics of a modern family, adoptions by 
heterosexual and gay couples problematize the prominence of the biological 
mother since oftentimes, the child does not stay long enough with her for them to 
forge a union. The foster parent, male or female, then takes on the role of being 
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the primary caregiver for the child. Moreover, to assume that a child “enhances” 
the mother over qualifies maternal instincts and seems to glorify motherhood as 
an important role for females. 
 
While, to modern eyes, there are many limitations to Fromm’s privileging 
of a biological basis to the unconditionality of maternal love, it is nevertheless 
consistent with the conventional Bharata Natyam mudra for Matha (directly 
translated as mother). The image of the mother is conjured by the simultaneous 
movement of two mudras, and is made prominent because of the alapadma mudra.48 
The right hand in mukulam is placed at the navel, with the left downward facing 
sarpashirsha enclosing the bud. As the mukulam blooms into an alapadma which 
points downwards, the left arm extends to shoulder level. The gaze follows the left 
gesture. This stylized rendition nonetheless references the biological processes of 
growth in the womb, childbirth and the splitting of the child from mother into a 
unique, initially dependent, individual. Hence, the mudra for mother contains the 
inter-dependence between the mother and child and their independent co-
existence. This Matha mudra is not completely unique, and the only other 
relationship it alludes to is that of a wife. In that instance though, the alapadma 
placed at chest level. For young students of Bharata Natyam that often learn rati 
Shringaara before vatsalyam interpretations, there appears to be a sociological shift 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 As I had suggested in the Introduction of this thesis, observing the ways in which alapadma mudra 
is appropriated in the dance form becomes a way of practicing my expertise of the art.  
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indicative of the role of women: a movement from being a wife, to becoming a 
mother.49  
 
The mudra denoting ‘mother’ and even ‘father’ occupy an anonymous 
space in the Bharata Natyam lexicon. They remain archetypes that then become 
flexible enough to be used to denote relationships rather than nouns that are often 
the case for conventional Bharata Natyam lexicon. For example, birds flying can 
be denoted using garuda mudra.50 There are also specific mudras to detail the type of 
bird, ranging from the peacock (mayura) to the much smaller kokila bird that is 
perched on a branch. Each God character that features in Bharata Natyam also 
has its own specific mudra that distinguishes him or her from the plethora of other 
gods.51 By contrast, what could be described as the strategic vagueness of the 
gestures mother and father highlights the human condition, where people are in 
relationships with one another. The mother is not defined in and of herself. 
Rather it is the relational dimension of being a mother to a child, regardless of its 
age, that defines this ‘mother’. Hence, in each situation, the mother that is 
conjured is unique and distinct from other ‘mothers’. In this manner the relevant 
mudra is accordingly composite.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Pitha or Father on the other hand, is conjured when the right wrist turns the shikaram mudra from 
the thumb facing the chest to the ceiling. The hand is placed away from the body, slightly above 
the navel. The shikaram is one way of showcasing any male character and it is in aligning the mudra 
with the navel that the ‘father’ is depicted.  
50 Two inward facing pathakas interlock at the thumb, allowing the movement of the fingers to 
replicate wings. 
51 Please refer to The Mirror of Gesture: Being the Abhinaya Darpana of Nandikesvara (Translated into English) 
by Coomaraswamy and Duggirala for details on the mudras allocated to the different Hindu gods. 
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 At the same time, although the biological bond shared between the foetus 
and its mother is one important way of understanding the philosophy behind the 
mudra, vatsalyam is not limited to this in Bharata Natyam. Returning to my earlier 
examples of Parvathi and Yeshoda, this same ambiguous mudra is used to highlight 
the relationship that they share with their sons. However, according to some 
mythological narratives Parvathi creates the image of Ganesh out of sandalwood 
paste and unifies the six bodies of Murugan into a single figure. Moreover, 
Yeshoda herself is the foster mother.52 In context then, these mother-son 
relationships dispel the biological allusions of the Matha mudra.  
 
Developing Shringaara through Vatsalyam 
As I have examined in the previous two chapters, Shringaara narratives are 
taught in a progressive manner. The teaching of Shringaara parallels a student’s 
emotional development: devotion, romantic-divine love and only much later, 
motherly love. Vatsalyam should then be regarded as progressive Shringaara, one 
that develops and grows with the dancer over time. Although many students 
enroll in Bharata Natyam classes at a young age, therefore, emotional maturity is 
at a premium when dealing with vatsalyam. Further evidence of this might be 
found in the fact that, as Bharata Natyam dancers are giving their debutant 
arangetram performances at ever-younger ages, vatsalyam narratives are increasingly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Krishna’s birthmother Devaki is the sister of the tyrannical ruler of Mathura King Kamsan. 
Believing a prophecy that the eighth child of Devaki would kill him, Kamsan imprisons Devaki 
and her husband Vasudevan and slaughters each child that is born. In order to save the eighth 
child Krishna, Vasudevan secretly escapes, brings the child to Nanda-Yeshoda’s house in 
Gokulam, swaps his child with theirs and returns to the dungeon. 
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absent from the repertoire. 53 At the same time, because students in many cities, 
including Singapore, learn Bharata Natyam as a leisure activity, the Indian 
community regards arangetram as the culmination of the art form. Moreover, as 
modern pressures of education or career catch up with the dancer, students may 
not continue the practice long enough to understand the nuances of performing 
vatsalyam. Thus, even if they do continue to perform Bharata Natyam dance works 
at platforms like the Navaratri festival, vatsalyam works rarely feature. 
 
Either way, the strict codifications in Bharata Natyam permit a young 
child to perform various kinds of dance narratives. Both an eight-year-old child 
and a thirty-eight year old woman can conjure varied manifestations of rati, bhakti 
and even vatsalyam narratives. What differentiates these performances beyond the 
visual indicators of age will be the execution of the movements, and the life 
experiences that inform the dancer’s interpretations. In this section, I will explore 
the production of vatsalyam. In doing so, I also expose the limitation of the codes 
and conventions found in Bharata Natyam.  
 
Oothukkadu Venkatasubbaiyyar’s maadu meikum kanne is a happy-go-lucky 
vatsalyam piece, and an increasingly popular work that is performed by many 
young Bharata Natyam students.54 In this Tamil poem composed to a folk beat, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Students as young as ten years of age do perform their arangetrams in Singapore. Underscoring 
that such a trend is prevalent in places like India, Kalanidhi Narayanan suggests that a certain 
level of maturity (and age) is important before students perform arangetrams (Source: eParambara 
Infotainment, 2008).  
54 I myself had learnt this piece relatively late, about four years after my arangetram. I was around 
nineteen. I have also taught this dance work to my juniors. From my experience working with 
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Yeshoda reasons with Krishna not to go herding cows with his friends, but to no 
avail. She bribes him with buttermilk and lots of rock sugar and scares him by 
telling him that the goons at Yamuna River or the ferocious animals at the 
Govardhana forest will attack him. Yet the little Krishna rebuts her, and finally 
goes off.  
 
In this dance work, the soloist is expected to switch between an older 
woman or mother character and the significantly younger child Krishna. By this 
stage of learning Bharata Natyam, the dancer can quickly change the mudras to 
differentiate between the characters. Yet, it requires a certain amount of finesse 
and practice to vary the facial expressions to conjure the two individual 
characters. As the age of the female protagonist increases, Krishna becomes 
younger. It is this difference that makes it psychologically demanding to perform 
both mother and child, since the dancer still needs to maintain the distinct 
characteristics of both. There is a psychological age gap, manifest through the 
body movements and nuanced facial expressions, that needs to be bridged each 
time the dancer moves between the two characters.  
 
The most straightforward way of differentiating Yeshoda and Krishna is 
through the movement vocabulary. To a significant extent, I do rely on method 
acting to distinguish their age groups. As Yeshoda I perform the movements in a 
slower manner as compared to when I depict Krishna. Furthermore, I dip my 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
young dancers, I usually introduce this vatsalyam piece when the student is in her sixth year of 
instruction. The child is usually in her mid-teens at this stage. 
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gaze while standing, and raise it as I dip into muzhumandi posture, thus creating a 
visual relationship with the little Krishna. I also rely on the sensations of 
performing Krishna in other instances and try to emulate the uniqueness of the 
god-child. Retrieving the ball from underwater and fighting the five-headed 
serpent Kalinga in kalinga narthanam, constantly teasing the gopis and being stealthy 
enough to evade being caught by them in thottu thottu pesavaran, and the ways in 
which he mesmerizes the women of Gokul in ayer sheriyar highlight a certain 
nimbleness and quick-responses necessary for portraying Krishna. Relying on my 
past experiences and ‘ghost Krishnas’, I attempt to recreate some of those 
instances to capture the movement vocabulary of Krishna.  
 
There are a few pedagogical issues that depictions like these raise. In my 
chapter on Krishna, I explained how the eight nayakis found in the Natyasastra offer 
different inflections on romantic love. Students learn specific stylizations for 
conjuring love for each variety of heroine. However, the nayakis are skewed 
towards rati Shringaara. Vatsalyam on the other hand, does not have a formalized 
curriculum or an authoritative text like the Natyasatra that students or teachers can 
use to understand the nuances of maternal love. Rather, in observing many 
performances and creating works on vatsalyam, I propose that as a body of 
knowledge it is forged over time through the dancer’s personal, biological and 
professional experiences.  
 
To a large extent, showcasing the mother-child relationship is a delicate 
process where Bharata Natyam students make the transition from rati to vatsalyam, 
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and from the perspectives of Radha to Yeshoda, respectively. While it is possible 
for students in their mid-teens to draw on their social and personal experiences of 
love, it may be more demanding to draw on something that they have been 
acquainted to for an extended period of time: that of parental love.  
 
Students from conventional families will have had physical contact with 
their mother, parent or primary care giver, and this is how they become initiated 
into vatsalyam. With representations of bhakti or rati, the experiences that they draw 
on have a public manifestation to the somewhat intrinsic expressions of love. 
Going to the temple or meeting at a mall, are some examples of the public face 
given to the intimate performances. On the other hand, conventional parental 
relationships are created within the confines of a home—an intimate private 
space. These often occur even before a child understands them to be. Thus, while 
students can draw on the public experiences of temple-worship and dating when 
performing, with reference to vatsalyam, there is an additional challenge of making 
the private experience public. 
 
While culturally and socially acceptable forms of romance are taught in 
Bharata Natyam classes for students who begin at a young age, a self-explanatory 
understanding of the parental touch is necessary for comprehending vatsalyam. A 
mother’s hug is protective, comforting and loving all at once. Often being at the 
receiving end of such a sensation when we are younger and trying to avoid that 
during teenage years, dancers know the visceral nature of that hug. In Bharata 
Natyam it is mostly in these vatsalyam narratives that characters can kiss, cuddle 
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and hug publically without inhibitions. And yet, when students like myself, who 
are not, ourselves, mothers, begin learning representations of maternal love, we 
are performing from our point of view of our mothers’ point of view. It is not an 
imitation but a reflexive way of understanding how we feel a mother’s embrace. It 
is a complex process for understanding and manifesting vatsalyam. Further 
complicating manifestations of maternal love, is that there is a child at the 
receiving end of the embrace. Through our personal experiences, we know the 
sensation. Learning vatsalyam narratives when in one’s early twenties, it is equally 
difficult to emulate that tactility from a child’s perspective. Here too, an acute shift 
in the psychological makeup of the dancer is necessary for conjuring the relational 
dimension between mother and child. 
 
Another reason for the difficulty in conjuring this maternal relationship lies 
in the responses demanded of the two varied characters of mother and child. I 
would like to draw on bhakti and rati expressions of love as a means of comparison. 
Bhakti is manifested on stage through the total submission of the devotee. In some 
instances, the dancer conjures the God and blesses the devotee. To my 
knowledge, there is almost no narrative where a God character discusses his 
relationship with the devotee. Bhakti is therefore unidirectional. On the other 
hand, in romantic relations like that between Radha and Krishna, even when the 
dancer shifts between the female and male characters, she still represents a similar 
variety of love. The actions and reactions of both characters are often 
complementary and crystallize the romantic love between them. Although the 
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psyche of both characters may be varied, such in vipralambha Shringara or love in 
separation, the intent still converges to a single expression of love. 
 
In contrast to both bhakti and rati Shringaara, with vatsalyam, the ways the 
mother treats the child is, often times, significantly different from how the child 
responds and reacts to her. Returning to the example of maadu meikum kanne, 
although both characters rely on the chathuro mudra to denoe “please”, the intent is 
different. Yeshoda cajoles Krishna not to go cow-herding. By contrast, Krishna’s 
stamping of the feet resembles a stubborn child that begs till the mother gives in. 
Therefore, being able to maintain the two distinct psyche of the characters makes 
the performances of vatsalyam narratives to be fairly demanding for young 
students.  
  
Similar to other Shringaara narratives, it is not the characters or their 
actions in and of themselves that holds one’s attention for vatsalyam. Rather it is 
the reaction to the other that showcases the dancer’s finesse. The relationship that 
is forged between mother and child becomes the preoccupation for the dancer 
and audience members alike. In vatsalyam narratives, the dancer may choose not 
to embody both characters, and instead rely solely on the mother’s reactions to 
her son’s actions. There is an associated feedback loop when the loving body feeds 
the child, plays with him, dresses him up and later rocks him to sleep. While 
seated on the floor, when the dancer suddenly juts forward, looks over her 
shoulder and clenches two mushti mudras framing her neck, the dancer and 
audience members alike understand this as a tactile connection where the child is 
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hugging the mother from her back. Although the mother and child are both 
independent components in the vatsalyam narrative, it is often from the mother’s 
perspective that we understand the relationship.  
 
It is also in these vatsalyam narratives that a dancer can explore the 
different varieties of maternal love. In maadu meikum kanne for example, an 
experienced dancer finds ways to offer different manifestations of the same idea. 
‘Please’ with the chathuro mudra and the twitching of the nose, and using the same 
mudra to gently pinch his cheeks before kissing the tip of her fingers—the only 
socially acceptable relationship where kissing is allowed—offer variations on 
sweet-talking Krishna. The dancer may choose to repeat a similar instance as 
Krishna, with a much larger smile, suggesting how the child learns and mimics his 
mother. In these types of iterations, it is usually the experienced dancers who best 
able to showcase the tenderness in such of the mother’s reaction when she sees 
Krishna imitating her. 
  
 In Bharata Natyam when vatsalyam narratives concern a young child, it is 
almost always framed as a mother-son relationship. To a certain degree, this 
resonates with the cultural preference for male heirs as a means for continuing the 
family lineage.55 Moreover, the mythological narratives from which vatsalyam 
dance works are created also centre around mother-son relationships, rather than 
mother-daughter ones. There are instances where the mother-daughter 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 An exception of male preference can be found in the matrilineal hereditary devadasi 
communities. 
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relationship is foregrounded, like in Ghanam Krisha Iyer’s yethai kandu nee ichai 
kondayadi magale [“Oh daughter! What did you see in him, that you are now in love 
with Shiva”]. However, in this poem, where the mother advises her daughter 
against loving Shiva, importance is given to God and not the mother-daughter 
relationship.56 Equally, despite a rise in the number of male dancers, there are 
almost no works discussing the father-child relationship. When it is performed, 
like in the legend of Parashurama, cuts off his mother’s head on the orders of his 
sage-father Jamadagni, the son abiding his fathers words is heightened and not 
paternal love. Other instances that depict the bond between father and daughter, 
including the instance when sage Kanva finds baby Shakuntala, are short-lived in 
relation to the larger Shakuntala narrative. Given this context, there appears to be a 
gendered bias about parental love, where prominence is given to the mother-son 
relationship.  
 
Between Reception and Production: A Loving Body for Vatysalyam 
In the earlier section, I outlined some of the limitations of the stylized 
depictions of love that feature in Bharata Natyam, as they relate to vatsalyam. In 
this section, I rely on my reception of some performances to argue for the positive 
aspects of aging like maturity and life experiences that become the material that 
dancers draw on when creating vatsalyam works. Observing professional dancers 
perform vatsalyam narratives, like Alarmel Valli (who is in her late fifties) and 
Priyadarshini Govind (in her late thirties) perform in Singapore theatre spaces 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 It is only in works other than conventional Bharata Natyam where works on mother-daughter 
relationships find full manifestations such as in the works of Manjusri Chaki-Sircar and her only 
(now deceased) child Ranjabati Sircar. 
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such as the SIFAS auditorium and the prominent Esplanade Theatres on the Bay, 
one can say that the affective dimension of the performance arises from the 
particularities of their physical and emotional maturity. While strict codification of 
the dance enables a dancer of any age to manifest motherly love, the experience of 
aging is arguably central to the interpretation of vatsalyam by performers and 
audience members alike. At the same time, I am also aware of audience members’ 
own capacities as children and parents that will necessarily affect the reception of 
the performance to be convincing or otherwise. 
 
While the physical signifiers of age such as the wrinkles on their skin 
accentuate the biological age, it is their years of continued practice in the arts that 
grants them the status of professional dancers. Often time, these professionals 
maintain dance schools but also have staff to run the teaching programs while 
they are away performing. This is a situation different from Singapore where 
many gurus concentrate primarily on teaching the art as a form of revenue. 
Performances by teachers are usually rare amidst the aragetrams of young students 
they churn out. 57 Therefore, in the local context, there appears to be a void of 
matured-looking dance teachers who actively perform onstage. 
 
To a significant degree, this is indicative of how youth-centric beauty is 
expressed and performed in the state of Singapore. A primary reason for such a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Most recitals are performed in foreign events such as the year-end Chennai Music Season as a 
means of gaining experiences to further the practice (and teaching) in Singapore or for 
international events such as the convening of one thousand Bharata Natyam dancers at the 
Tanjore Brihadeeswarar Temple in lieu of its 1000th birthday in 2010. Students from Apsaras Arts 
amoung independent dancers like V. Balakrishnun represented Singapore for the event. 
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conflation lied in the ways in which American popular culture that permeates the 
television culture of Singapore, shapes social imaginings of beauty. The following 
example illustrates how aging is considered. In the American sitcom Cougar Town 
(2009) the character Jules Cobb, played by Courteney Cox peers into the mirror 
after a shower. She pulls on her loose and flabby upper arm skin. “What the hell is 
that? Like a farm animal.” This then sets Cobb into motion investigating various 
body regions that have cellulite. Each close-up of her pinching on her thigh, belly 
and back is cross-cut with her facial expressions of disbelief, disgust and finally 
despair. There is a certain degree of being disconnected with the body in front of 
the mirror as she probes into her skin.  
 
Haven’t we all at some point in time looked away from a decrepit aging 
body? Or frowned at our own? Looking away may be construed as social 
politeness or a kind of aversion that results in that very act of redirecting one’s 
gaze. To a certain extent, white-collar urbanites have less and less contact with 
aging bodies. As such there is some discomfort in encountering wrinkled skin, 
drooping eyelids and thinning hair at close proximity. In the performance context 
of Bharata Natyam, dancers like myself are constantly trying new face products to 
maintain the youthfulness of skin that can be damaged by the stage make-up. 
Many dancers are also using lighter shades of foundation powder to appear fairer, 
believing this makes them more beautiful onstage. Senior dancers apply more 
concealer below the eyes, and use lighter colored eye shadow to highlight the 
inner portions of the eyelid. Living in modern cities, there is a conscious effort to 
	   171 
mask the process of aging, even when the Bharata Natyam form itself cherishes 
maturity. 
 
Given this social context, Kathleen Woodward posits that the aging female 
body specifically becomes “unwatchable” (1991). She argues that a general 
gerontophobia since Freud’s times mark an inverse relationship between an aging 
female body and attraction. Woodward succinctly encapsulates Jules Cobb’s 
anxiety: “Given the western obsession with the body of youth, we can understand 
the “horror” of the mirror image of the decrepit body as having been produced as 
the inverse of the pleasures of the mirror image of the body of Narcissus” (62). 
The mirror in old age then becomes “threatening”. It cannot return one’s own 
reflection for the question “who’s the fairest of them all?” 
 
The horror induced at the sight of aging skin, the threatening nature of 
this “unwatchable” mature body, and the physical reaction of looking away tend 
to create affect. Firstly, there is a sublime tactile component that in part 
determines whether or not a body is watchable. In an age infatuated with youthful 
beauty, part of the attraction lies in the sensuous and visceral. The young flesh 
that stands before one, seduces with the possibility of touching. That tactility 
capsuled within the gaze accentuates the body’s attraction. This visual, visceral 
and sensual attraction towards that youthful body then determines this 
watchability that Woodward proposes. Secondly, the kinesthetic response of 
looking away from the aging body highlights a certain socially ordained revulsion 
when watching the “unwatchable”. However the dynamics of that looking away 
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makes the old more visible. It is an affective movement reaction to that aging 
body that marks their presence.  
 
Yet these physical signifiers of age, deemed “unwatchable”, frame and 
design the very performance of vatsalyam in Bharata Natyam. It is these signifiers 
that heighten the watchability of the dancer as a mother. I propose that the 
“unattractive” flesh of the mature body in vatsalyam performances becomes a 
loving body. The various codifications of embracing a child, feeding it and 
cradling it to sleep privilege a protective and maternal persona.  There is a tactility 
in a loving body that is different from a love-able one. The mature dancer onstage 
illustrates a caregiver who is nurturing in many ways. While the love-able has the 
potential to become loving and vice-versa, there is a connotation of affection with 
“loving”. Unlike the unidirectional force of attraction towards the love-able body 
(which is, in the first instance at least, primarily a matter of desire), the loving 
body creates an emotive feedback loop that shapes the relationship. Based on 
widely circulating assumptions about what constitutes maternal affection, in 
Bharata Natyam, it is the loving body that finds a close approximation to 
vatsalyam.  
 
There is an inherent irony in this loving body that I propose. Classical 
forms like Bharata Natyam require dancers to begin at very young ages. The 
repetitive and rigorous training regime conditions the body to respond in very 
specific ways. For example, not blinking as often as usual is something that 
students subconsciously become accustomed to. Yet for young children, there is 
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always the urge to perform like the senior dancers or characters older. In the 
classes I teach, I always observe my students mimicking some of my lead solos. In 
addition to being formally taught the dance sequences, there is an acute sense of 
additional watching and learning, that Bharata Natyam classes bring to the fore 
suggestive of how the loving body is molded through the conjuring of movements 
of seniors over time. Thus the loving body is not only the physical aging of the 
body that characterizes vatsalyam; students also need to undergo a psychological 
shift to appreciate and conjure such works as I had explored in the earlier section.  
 
When Two become One 
Motherly love is of course by no means unique to Hindu Indian culture. 
However, unlike in Hindu mythology, where Yeshoda-Krishna features as the 
epitome of mother-child relationships, parables focusing solely on motherly love in 
the Western context are more scattered. Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 
an adaptation of a Chinese zaju narrative, explores the bond between a child and 
the primary caregiver (though that is not the sole focus of the play). In not tugging 
at the baby that is placed in the center of the circle, there is a notion of protecting 
the dependent child that is closely associated with this manifestation of motherly 
love. On the other hand, in Euripides’s tragedy Medea, the barbarian princess runs 
counter to the idea of mother as beholden to her children. Although a victim of 
patriarchal society and adultery, Medea’s filicide represents an early rebuke to 
something we may otherwise be inclined to take for granted: that it is not always 
necessary for a mother to love the child unconditionally as Fromm suggests. 
Moreover, in killing her children, the love that Medea has for Jason then becomes 
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the focal point. These narratives offer a modern Bharata Natyam like myself a 
different perspective on maternal love in contrast to the highly positive image of 
Yeshoda-Krishna. These do inform how I watch and perform the Bharata 
Natyam narratives. 
 
While motherhood and parenting are often presented as a happy tussle 
between mother and child, like in maadu meikum kanne, it is but only one variety of 
vatsalyam. There are other mythological narratives that discuss darker variations 
on love, such as bereavement and the loss of a child. Beheaded by Shiva, Ganesh 
is left lifeless until a north-facing elephant’s head is fitted on his body. In this case, 
his mother Parvathi’s grief is short-lived, and her son is restored to her. There are 
also some works where Rama’s birth-mother Kausalya shares her deprivation 
with the audience, and communicates her longing to be with her son, Rama. She 
explains, that as a child, he would always run to Kaikeyi and not her. The short-
lived moments where she embraces him before he leaves intensifies the vatsalyam. 
As a grown man Rama again abandons her when he leaves to the forest for 
fourteen years. However, both Kausalya and audience members know the pre-
ordained narrative where Rama does return. 
 
In contrast, in the stories of Devaki and Kunti, the grieving process is 
prolonged. Devaki pining at her powerlessness to care for her birth child Krishna, 
and Kunti begetting and abandoning Karna before wedlock are some instances 
that capture an acute sense of loss associated with motherhood. In both instances 
there is no physical proximity between the mother and child. For example, in 
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Kulashekhara Alwar’s Devaki Pulambal [“Lamentations of Devaki”], Devaki 
imagines Krishna through a lullaby, and mulls over her fate of being unable to 
experience the wonder of watching him grow. The dancer often conjures the 
inability to touch Krishna as central to the grieving process. Jutting forward only 
to find that someone had accidentally pushed her and that it was not Krishna not 
only heightens the lack of a haptic sensation but also her separation anxiety.  
 
However, in aspects of social life, there are moments when the separation 
becomes permanent and irreversible with the death of the child. Bharata Natyam 
narratives that borrow heavily from Hindu mythology tend not to explore such a 
variation on vatsalyam, perhaps because the subject-matter is too dark. Moreover, 
in and of itself death is not showcased explicitly in Bharata Natyam narratives, 
regardless of the character. Bharata Muni warns against depictions like siege and 
death when he writes “elaborately presented in an Act, these might divert much of 
the spectator’s interest from the line of the principal Sentiment [rasa] which the 
play was to evoke and might therefore interfere with the unity of impression which 
it was to make” (Ghosh 1950: 141-42). In keeping true to bhakti, depictions of 
death and dying are usually not showcased onstage. 
 
The omission of death in Bharata Natyam narratives that rely heavily on 
mythology may also be due to the fact that Gods simply cannot die. In the event 
that killing is manifest onstage, it is always the demon or tyrant that dies. The 
soloist often denotes slaying the villain in the persona of the God. Thereafter, she 
switches to the victims who rejoice the death or seek the blessings of the God. 
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Hence the actual act of dying is performed using two kartharimukhaha mudra and is 
not the focus in relation to the bhakti narrative that celebrate the Gods. In dance 
dramas where each dancer performs a single character the dancer-demon who 
dies, returns to the feet of the God in a submissive posture and this is again 
presented as a celebration. There is that connotation that the God had given the 
demon moksha after death, like when Poothana tries to kill Krishna. Thus, there is 
something pleasant for both villagers and the demon after death.  
 
Regardless of how Indian mythology may treat mortality, the death of a 
child is something that many urbanites are familiar with. The religiously rooted 
popular image of Jesus lying on Virgin Mary’s lap after the Crucifixion contrasts 
the image of young Mary holding baby Jesus. I propose that it is in such 
performances of loss and grief that the full range of emotions associated with 
maternal love is best manifest. The death of a child in particular throws into relief 
the entire process of birth and nurturing. There is pain of different intensities and 
types in both childbirth and in the loss of a child. Moreover, outliving one’s child 
almost always carries with it a tragic undertone. Traces of the initial dependency 
of the child on its parents (especially the biological mother), can extend even into 
adulthood. Widespread social perceptions of childhood innocence mean that the 
death of a child is often viewed as an untimely and unjust act of violence.  
 
There is hence an acute relationship between pregnancy, motherhood and 
grief that can be explored using this Bharata Natyam framework of vatsalyam. In 
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this manner, the traditional dance structure becomes an enabling mechanism that 
urges one to think beyond the form itself.  
 
Mothering Loss: Priyadarshini Govind’s Performances 
Of the many Bharata Natyam performances that I have watched, 
Priyadarshini Govind’s representation of losing a child in war has most stretched 
sensitivity to the violent death of a child, a mother’s bereavement and her 
potential fecundity. Govind’s performance is not inspired by Hindu mythology 
but instead draws from Sangam period Tamil literature (approx 500 BCE). 
Puranaanuru is a collection of four hundred Tamil language poems by various poets 
on war etiquette. Govind draws on two poems that depict a valorous mother who 
sends her young son – who, following the death of her father and husband, is the 
only surviving male member of her family – to war (Poems 278 & 279).  
 
 
Puranaanuru Literary Tamil Poem 278      Puranaanuru Literary Tamil Poem 279 
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The Battlefield 
On the weak, shriveled arms of the old 
woman, 
the veins stand out; her stomach is gnarled 
as a blade of lotus. Unnerved by the fighting, 
her son had turned his back on it. So folk 
whispered. 
 
If he has fled in the heat of battle, 
she thundered in a rage, these breasts that 
nursed him 
I’ll tear to pieces. Sword in hand, 
she groped around the bloodstained field, 
 
turning over one lifeless body 
after another. When she found her son  
lying prostrate, hacked to death, 
she rejoiced more than on the day he was 
born. 
 
Kakkaipatiniyar Naccellaiyar, Tamil 
Puranaanuru 278. Parthasarathy (trans). 
A Tamil Mother Sends her Only Son into 
Battle 
Let these thoughts pass from her! Monstrous 
thought it was, 
her resolve was in keeping with her ancient lineage! 
The day before yesterday, her father knocked down 
by 
an elephant on the battlefield and died soon after. 
Yesterday, her husband foiled a thick column of 
warriors 
before he was mowed down himself. 
And today, when she heard the drums ringing in 
her ears, 
she was choked with longing. Shaking all over, 
she put a spear in the hand of her only son,  
wound a piece of cloth around him, and rubbed oil 
into the topknot of his wild unkempt hair; 
and though he was all she had, she told him: 
Go! and sent him into battle at once.  
 




Govind has taken two independent poems to create her variation on 
vatsalyam. Placing one after the other, she conjures a valorous mother. Set against 
the backdrop of the Puranaanuru, whose war narratives are not based on 
mythology, this figure of the mother is different from other characters that recur 
in Bharata Natyam. Since she is herself mortal (not mythological) and does not 
have an immortal son like Krishna or Rama who will be by her side, the gravity of 
a war and the high casualty rate of soldiers are pronounced. The lines of the 
Sangam Tamil poem, that I am acquainted with, and the conch that is blown set 
the mood of war in Govind’s piece. Through the codes and conventions of 
Bharata Natyam, Govind offers a dark interpretation on vatsalyam that reveals the 
frailty of motherhood through the death of a child. This also sets it apart from 
more conventional Bharata Natyam performances on vatsalyam. 
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I have watched Govind’s rendition twice over, in two very different 
settings, with a five-year gap between the performances. In both recitals, Govind’s 
work privileges an intense and emotionally heightened sense of loss at the demise 
of a son. In February of 2007, Govind was invited to perform at the Esplanade 
Theatre. Her performance was part of the annual Festival of Music and Dance 
organized by Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society (SIFAS). I was seated in the 
stalls, along with my grandmothers and my pregnant aunt. Considered decent 
seats, I could see Govind’s eye and limb movements, which were accentuated by 
the traditional Bharata Natyam make-up and attire.  
 
In September of 2012, I witnessed the same performance by Govind as 
part of a lecture demonstration session at the Dance India (Asia-Pacific) (DIAP) 
immersion programme. Milapfest (UK) and Apsaras Arts (Singapore) jointly 
organized it with support from National Arts Council and Esplanade Theatres on 
the Bay, Singapore. Being a participant of the programme along with my aunt, 
who had just delivered her second child, I watched Govind again, this time seated 
cross-legged on the floor at the Multi-Purpose Hall of the Goodman Arts Centre. 
Like most dance participants, I was in my practice saree. Govind herself was in a 
practice saree, with minimal make-up and accessories. She was less than two feet 
away from me. Here, the sound of fellow audience members-dancers reaching for 
tissue paper and the accompanying sniffling framed the performance. It is this 
performance that I found particularly affecting. 
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Govind’s interpretation opens with her hearing the news that her child 
had been killed in battle. To the musical accompaniment of the conch indicative 
of wars and death within Hindu mythology, Govind presents a brief, stylized 
moment of disbelief. There is no grand lamentation at this juncture. She cups her 
ears, looks away from the messenger and slowly sinks to the ground. She appears 
to absorb the shocking news and audience members can see her lips quiver and 
the veins along her neck, forearms and forehead appear from time to time. It is a 
sensation that we see. Via mudras, the mother asks the messenger how her son was 
killed. Conjuring the bow and arrow, she strikes her back. This suggests that the 
son was running away from the battle when he was pierced from behind. There is 
no remorse but instead disgust and anger that her son would have been so 
cowardly as to run away from the enemy. Enraged, she vows that if he has fled as 
rumored, she cut off the breasts that nursed him, and die.  
 
With a sword in hand, she ventures through the battlefield strewn with 
corpses and finds the body of her son. The arrow is pierced directly into his heart. 
It is only at that moment that the mother allows herself to become vulnerable: she 
has lost her young son in battle. She then begins to reminisce about her times with 
the now limp and lifeless body of her young child. Familiar depictions of vatsalyam 
including cradling a baby, feeding the child and reprimanding a mischievous boy 
are conjured as a dissipated memory in Govind’s work. Knowing that the child 
that once hugged his mother lovingly is now dead, these representations tend to 
point at the present void. 
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Observing my fellow participants’ reactions, it was clear that the 2012 
demonstration produced a collective emotional response. There was a heightened 
affective state of empathy indicated by the sniffling and the ruffling of tissue paper 
packets. Some wiped their tears while others, watched the performance through 
tearing eyes. To a significant degree, the representation of this mother hugging 
and caressing a phantom child at such close proximity, was almost confrontational 
for the expert-practitioners. At the same time, the fear of losing a child is probably 
something that most audience members could relate to. Amongst the local 
community, many dancers are related. In learning, they begin forging friendships 
with their peers, and gossips inevitably inform one another about each other’s 
lives. In DIAP, many of the participants were mothers with children of varying 
ages.58 Therefore, besides Govind’s own actions, I also interpreted and analyzed 
‘through’ their bodies of those around me.  
 
For a narrative like this, where the poetry describes the way the mother 
looks, it is the mature dancer who is best able conjure the characteristics. It is also 
Govind’s physical appearance that makes watching the grieving mother more 
heightened. This was especially visible due to the close proximity of her 2012 
demonstration. Govind’s fingers and hands used to create the various mudras for 
the storytelling process, revealed signs of becoming older. Compared to my more 
youthful hands, Govind’s skin appeared thin and the blood veins were more 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Two of them, my seniors from secondary school, had recently conceived, and hence did not take 
part in all the sessions. The biological changes in their bodies that were visible also served as a 
stimulus against which I was watching Govind’s performance.  
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prominent. The skin on her feet too had creases. The deep lines on her forehead, 
the drooping eyelids and thinning hair volume pointed at her biological age.  
 
In retrospect, these age markers in some sense empower the dancer and 
the very performance of motherly grief. That aging quality, which often appears 
to be marginalized in a youth-centered culture, is the very mechanism that creates 
the dance work.  Bearing in mind that in the narrative the husband too is dead, 
notions of fecundity are thrown into relief. Insofar as Govind performs the mother 
as older than she is, there is some hinting at a biological incapacity to conceive 
and replace this dead child. However, to assume that that is a primary reason for 
mourning risks glossing over the complexity attached to being maternal and the 
significance of grief in and of itself. 
 
As an audience member trained in the dance form, what was most 
affecting lies in the idea that the mother is cuddling a dead body. As solo form, the 
Bharata Natyam dancer normally conjures multiple characters that are alive. It is 
by showcasing the reactions between Yeshoda and Krishna, for instance, that the 
vatsalyam is depicted. In Govind’s depiction, where the mother finds her son 
stabbed directly into the heart, audience members know that that dead character 
will not respond to any of the mother’s actions. For a practitioner like myself, this 
episode highlights a challenge when dancing without a “feedback loop”.  And yet, 
it is this rupture in communication between mother and son that fuels the 
performance of grieving. A dead child cannot respond to any stimuli. There can 
be no dialogue-oriented movement lexicon that rekindles the relationship. While 
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still gazing at the body on her lap, Govind conjures a young child clinging onto 
her neck. Watching this performance at such close range, there is an 
accompanying sensation of goose bumps. Do we grieve for his death? Or that she 
is now left alone? Perhaps we grieve for them both and the frailty of mortal living. 
 
Though lifeless, the son persona remains central to the dance work, and 
elicits different reactions from the mother. Steered by the narrative and stylized 
Bharata Natyam lexicon, Govind constantly looks towards the floor, indicating the 
child-soldier’s corpse. Even without receiving a returning glance she strives for a 
conversation. While sunk onto the floor, Govind manifests instances where she 
feels her son (from the past) clinging onto her neck. Bringing him forward with her 
outstretched mushti mudras, she then illustrates how she oils his hair and ties it up 
into a bun. Based on the eyelevel that she calibrates when she stands up and holds 
her son’s arms, audience can assume that the child is about ten.  
 
She places her child on a raised platform, mixes his food and feeds it to 
him. There is a tenderness in these actions that is short-lived when the conch 
sounds again, breaking her reverie. Hearing the sound of the conch (the second 
that audience members hear), the mother’s facial expressions change, and she 
immediately washes her hands, looks intently at the young boy and gently wipes 
his mouth. Briefly closing her eyes, as if mustering her courage, she then hands 
her son the spear and sends him off to war. Depicting the enemies aiming the 
arrow directly at her son’s small chest, she then crumples onto the floor, picks up 
	   184 
the dead son and cradles him. Constantly returning to the corpse, Govind marks 
the difference between the vital and the lifeless. 
 
The display of mourning, gives this dance piece its unique quality. There 
are very few immediately recognizable instances of lamentations like that shown 
in the image of the Singapore mother who lost her sons in a road accident. There 
is also no similarity with spontaneous wailing and chest beating that tend towards 
a cathartic experience in conventional Hindu funerals. This may be partially due 
to the heavy codifications of the dance form itself. Nonetheless, the mother is still 
seen and heard to be mourning. The visual and audible dimensions of expressing 
grief become an important marker that highlights the altered social engagements 
the mother has with her late son. Conjuring moments from their inter-dependent 
life, from childbirth and nursing to giving him a spear and sending him off to war, 
allows for a temporal expansion of the grieving. Through the stylized vocabulary 
of nurturing a child, the mother’s memory fragments creates a memorialization of 
that relationship. 
  
It is difficult to accurately name the kind of vatsalyam that is depicted 
through this relationship. Sitting cross-legged with my aunt amidst the hovering 
smell of perspiration, I could witness each and every muscle of Govind’s twitch. 
Ripped apart from her son, the mourning process becomes a way of showcasing 
her maternal love and affection for him. Delicately pulling out the single arrow 
that pierced the child’s heart, Govind stroked his hair. Keeping to the war context 
and the stylizations of Bharata Natyam, Govind does not permit her character to 
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bawl. From where I was sitting, I could hear her breathing. Hugging the child as 
close as possible to her body, she lets out a loud sigh. Audience members can see, 
hear and even smell this mourning mother. 
 
The physicality of grief, in and of itself, encourages a heightened affective 
response. The five-year gap between watching both performances also signalled 
something particular to aging, maturity and experience that made the work 
especially intense for me. It is a continuous process of change that is shared by 
everyone. In this context of watching a performance, aging is shared between the 
performer and audience members like myself. Like every other person, Govind 
and I are aging at the same time, though perhaps at differing rates. My memory of 
watching the performance in 2007, creates a sense of the past for the event in 
2012. At the same time, changes in our lives also inform and influence how we 
understand the same stimuli. For me, the intervening five-year period marked the 
socio-cultural and emotionally charged transition into marriage, and to a certain 
extent expectations of having children. It was also during that stage where I was 
beginning to understand expressions of vatsalyam through the likes of maadu meikum 
kanne and yethai kandu nee ichai kondayadi magale. Therefore, the five-year gap marked 
practical developments in personal, biological and professional aspects of my life. 
This then played an influential role in my reception of the valourous mother.  
 
The notion of selflessness often characterizes maternal love. In Govind’s 
recital too, from breastfeeding where the mother allows the child to feed from her 
to the moment where she sends her only son to war, there is some allusion to self-
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sacrifice. Her willingness to sacrifice her son becomes indicative of her willingness 
to sacrifice a son for the larger good of the country and in knowing that she will 
not be able to become a mother again. Yet, is vatsalyam only about such acts?  
 
Mindful that maternal affection is not always unconditional, I suggest 
there can also be a selfishness in the manifestation of a mother. It is in conjuring 
that, that variations such as grief become pronounced. As I explained earlier in 
this chapter, being a mother highlights a relation that one has with another, 
usually a dependent individual. It is only with that child that she forges an 
intimate bond. As the primary caregiver, she shares a part of herself with this 
child. Hence the love that is developed for the child is based on the selfish 
intimacy that the mother forges with him/her. Govind’s performance also 
highlights a cultural specificity attached to this selfish attachment. Indicative in 
her moaning after learning that her son had died honourably, is that her son (alive 
or dead) marks her social position in the community. Thus maternal love, still 
entails a certain selfish element because it configures the mother’s relationship 
with others as well. 
 
In what context do I, an aspiring young practitioner watching the virtuosic 
Govind, envisage dancing a piece like that? This dark variation on vatsalyam 
produces a heightened affective response that is difficult to elicit. It requires acute 
interpretative skills that I am not equipped with at the moment. How do 
communicate with the ‘dead child’? Besides training and practice, a certain 
emotional maturity is necessary to conjure such nuanced interpretations of 
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maternal love. To a significant extent, Govind’s performance places me in a 
relationship of dependence. Insofar as there are aspirations, her demonstration 
‘nurtures’. Yet, Bharata Natyam narratives like this does one do not only rely on 
replication. Young practitioners like myself, still need to overcome ‘her 
representations’ in order to own the vatsalyam that we perform. 
 
Mother-in-Law as Continuity of Lineage 
 The figure of the mother in Bharata Natyam is a unique character that 
features in different variations. In patriotic dance works she represents Mother 
India, while in some instances of bhakti she is conjured as the nurturing Goddess 
herself. The Hindu mythological characters of Yeshoda and Krishna are the most 
frequently performed variation on vatsalyam. The Shringaara that is performed 
through these characters differs from other aspects of the rasa. Older dancers 
usually perform recitals including vatsalyam narratives partly because that strand of 
love is taught when students are emotionally experienced. Priyadarshini Govind’s 
performance of the valorous mother offers a dark variation on maternal love in 
the ways it relates to the loss of a son and grief.  
 
As I have briefly explored towards the end of the previous section, the 
selflessness and ideas of self-sacrifice that a mother undergoes, is based on a 
delicate selfish attachment with the child. Since most narratives feature young 
sons, I would like to conclude this chapter by reflecting on an continuation and 
extension of the mother-son relationship that does not necessarily feature heavily 
in Bharata Natyam, but which remains an important part of modern Indian 
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family life: maternal love for a son who is married. In this context, it is the 
relationship between three parties that creates an intense space to understand 
vatsalyam for an older, adult son: mother/mother-in-law, son/husband and 
wife/daughter-in-law. This becomes another variation of vatsalyam.  
 
The figure of a mother-in-law is of particular significance for the Indian 
community. Young women traditionally move into the groom’s family after 
marriage, living as a joint family, though this is a changing trend. In most of such 
households, it is the mother-in-law who controls the private space. Often times, 
ownership over the son becomes the primary concern and the mother-in-law are 
then painted out to be in the way of husband-wife relationships as reflected in the 
article “Curse of the mummyji” in The Economist.59 Being a mother-law-law in 
relation to a daughter-in-law is not a blood relationship but is one that is mediated 
through the public and social institution of marriage. What makes the mother-in-
law a delicate and complex figure to understand is that they are mothers who 
were, at one point in time, daughter-in-laws as well. Hence, being a ‘mother’ is 
constantly a relationship that is forged with a child and the other members in the 
family. 
 
In the Abhinaya Darpana, as translated by Coomaraswamy and Duggirala, 
Nandikeswara discuses eleven hand gestures denoting relationships. Alongside the 
mudras for mother and father, there is also an anonymous mudra to denote the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 This article also explains how the tables have turned and mother-in-laws of today are also being 
ill-treated by their well educated and working daughter-in-laws. 
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mother-in-law and it is given the generic Sanskrit title saas. Nandikeswara 
describes the mudra as follows:  
 
Svasr (mother-in-law): the right hand is held as Hamsasya and Samdamsa 
at the throat, the left hand then placed on the stomach showing the Stri^ 
hand.  
Snusa (daughter-in-law): following the last, the Stri^ hand is shown with the 
right. 
^The Stri (woman) hand is not separately described, but it will be seen that 
it consists in placing either hand on the stomach, indicating the womb 
(1997: 44). 
 
For the mother-in-law, the hamsasyo mudra at the throat indicates the 
nuptial thread while the blooming actions suggests the birth of new relationships.  
In claiming “following the last”, there is some ambiguity on whether the daughter-
in-law character is meant to be introduced last in the stage picture.  
 
While these mudras denoting the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law exist 
in theory, they are not formally included in Bharata Natyam practice. A primary 
reason for this relevant relationship to be underrepresented in Bharata Natyam, 
may be because there are no mythological stories that feature the mother-in-law 
alongside her daughter-in-law to draw from. These two figures that are 
representative of vatsalyam and rati strands of Shringaara are kept apart from each 
other in mythological stories. This is illustrated through the many narratives 
where Krishna features. He is either a young child being cared for by Yeshoda, or 
an adolescent wooing Radha. There are very few interactions between Yeshoda 
and Krishna’s lovers. At best, there are gopis who complain to Yeshoda about 
Krishna breaking their pots or kissing them.  
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The only rare instance where I have seen a mother-in-law onstage is in 
Priyadarshini Govind’s performance of the samayamide rara [“This is the right time, 
come”]. In this javali, Govind is first seen at the door, fondly bidding her husband 
farewell as he leaves at night for a business trip. As she finally waves him goodbye 
and shuts the front door, she audaciously opens the backdoor and invites her lover 
in. Through the codes and conventions of Bharata Natyam, Govind manifests the 
conversation that the heroine has with her lover, depicted as Lord Vishnu. “Come 
on in! My husband has left and will not return for a month. My mother-in-law?” 
She depicts this by referencing her as the husband’s mother. “She is asleep,” she 
claps her hands and stomps her feet to indicate how soundly the mother-in-law 
can sleep through any din. To a certain degree this brief referencing does suggest 
how daughters-in-law often relate to them: as their husband’s mother. There is a 
distancing of the mother-in-law where the husband/son becomes the common 
party with whom both women have a relationship, and through whom they 
mediate their own.  
 
 Since vatsalyam narratives are only taught to students much later into their 
learning years, perhaps understanding maternal affection from a daughter-in-law’s 
perspective requires an in depth and nuanced understanding of the mother-son 
relationship. Given the backdrop of the Indian mother-in-law categorization, the 
intense relationship between mother and wife (roles they both get to play) is an 
interesting one to study. By the same token, the son’s relationships with both these 
women would be a unique performance area.  
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 In most vatsalyam narratives, it is the figure of the mother that is given 
importance. I propose that more can be said about the child at the receiving end 
of that maternal embrace. As I have suggested, it is the relationship between the 
two that makes the bond unique and special. From this perspective, how does his 
relationship with the mother change with time, ranging from a child to being 
married? While these narratives do not feature in Bharata Natyam narratives, the 
form itself does allow a practitioner to explore these very human qualities through 
the codifications, much like how we understand vatsalyam.  
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
